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ABSTRACT
Un/Commonplaces is guided by a broad and fundamental question of inquiry regarding
writing and disciplinary research: how can some of the predominant ways that our discipline has
approached writing be retheorized to better approximate the complexity of contemporary
rhetorical knowledge work? A corollary inquiry explores the resonances with English Studies
that persist—and seeks to uncover how they persist—in our field. I argue that we can negotiate
such issues by tracing and troubling some of our core disciplinary commonplaces, those
commonsense notions and practices too frequently and easily adopted from English Studies and
perpetuated within the often tumultuous and hegemonic relationship between our disciplines. I
ground my research in these commonplaces, tracing their adoption and proliferation, while
arguing that their long term effects have been and continue to be potentially stifling to
knowledge work in our field.
Specifically, this project examines commonplace notions of text and intertextuality, the
idea that “writing is recursive,” the disciplinary identification and preoccupation with
composition rather than writing, and the historical privileging of pedagogy over (and often in lieu
of) curriculum development. In tracing these commonplaces, I also work to establish new
directions for our research that are sometimes grounded in our own, often overlooked
disciplinary theory, while also moving outside of the humanities in search of cross-disciplinary
collaboration.
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Chapter 1: Interrogating the Commonplaces of our Disciplinarity
Introduction
Un/Commonplaces is guided by a broad and fundamental question of inquiry regarding
writing and disciplinary research: how can some of the predominant ways that our discipline has
approached writing be retheorized to better approximate the complexity of contemporary
rhetorical knowledge work? A corollary inquiry explores the resonances with English Studies
that persist—and seeks to uncover how they persist—in our field. I argue that we can negotiate
such issues by tracing and troubling some of our core disciplinary commonplaces, those
commonsense theoretical notions and methodological practices too frequently and easily adopted
from English Studies and perpetuated within the often tumultuous and hegemonic relationship
between our disciplines. I ground my research in these commonplaces, tracing their adoption
and proliferation, while arguing that their long-term effects have been and continue to be
potentially stifling to knowledge work 1 in our field.
These are undoubtedly problematic lines of inquiry and disciplinary critique, and I must
admit from the start that I have no delusions of grandeur here; I readily acknowledge my
limitations, which include the limitations of any one perspective, and my goal is to position this
project as a meaningful contribution to ongoing scholarship on the direction of future research in
1

Knowledge work is a term that I discuss in more detail later in this project, particularly in chapters 5 and 6, but I
offer here a brief synopsis of the concept. In a Harvard Business Review article published just over twenty years
ago, Peter Drucker (1986) turned the focus of management theory toward the concept of knowledge work, primarily
in response to the growing demands of the nascent information economy. Several scholars in our field have
embraced this concept for its application within a rapidly changing economic and technological landscape, where
reductions in management, increases in professional specialization and cross-cultral communication, and the growth
of ubiquitous computing technologies have altered our notions and practices of information sharing, research, and
dissemination.
For example, Spinuzzi (2006) argues that knowledge work “tends to be organized in distributed, heterogeneous
networks rather than in modular hierarchies” (p. 1), and contemporary business professionals and academics alike
work with information sources that are varied across geographies, cultures, and disciplinary/professional domains.
Knowledge work, then, foregrounds some of the key concerns of scholars in rhetoric and professional/technical
communication, and the concept becomes a central one later in this project.
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the discipline. In that sense, I will trouble some of the previous approaches to research and
teaching that we’ve both charted and adopted as a field, redirecting our paths by opening up
possibilities for new avenues and approaches. In order to productively problematize some of our
key trajectories of research and theory, I’ll interrogate (and then begin to re-articulate) some of
these core disciplinary commonplaces, in the process uncovering the natural and invisible
commonsense notions that provide us with a particularized way of seeing—one that I’ll argue
often originates in a disciplinary paradigm essentially incompatible with both contemporary and
future trajectories of writing and rhetoric, and one, most importantly, that has historically limited
and continues to limit other legitimate ways of seeing within our discipline.
A complementary framework of inquiry stems from and acts as impetus for the argument
that we don’t yet have sufficient theoretical understanding of writing and complex rhetorical
knowledge work, and that our reliance on disciplinary commonplaces that stem from our
historical relationship to English have in fact stifled and limited our own view of what writing
is—and what our discipline might be, institutionally, publicly, and globally. This argument
grows directly out of the following secondary questions of inquiry: where are we now in our
disciplinary and institutional relationship with English, and how does English, despite the rapid
growth of Rhetoric and Writing Studies, despite claims of theoretical and institutional
independence, continue to influence our theory, practice, institutional perception, and material
conditions? How have our commonplaces impacted the trajectory of our disciplinary and
institutional relationships—and the disciplining of our field and its broader institutional and
professional perception? Perhaps most importantly, what do our historical and contemporary
disciplinary and institutional relationships with English portend for the future of Rhetoric and
Writing Studies?
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These questions lead to another crucial component of this project, the assembly and
negotiation of relevant stakeholders, groups, and institutional relationships that impact the
discipline—and the concomitant perception and relevance of our field across the university and
beyond. I echo previous arguments that we cannot understand the nature of research within our
discipline without understanding our historical and contemporary situatedness. More
importantly, we will not be able to chart meaningful future directions in Rhetoric and Writing
Studies unless we seriously and continuously rethink those historical relationships and our
relationships going forward. Where do we, as a discipline, wish to be situated fifty years from
now, institutionally and publicly? I don’t portend to have an answer to the types of research
we’ll be doing at that point, but I will suggest what we need to leave behind along the way…
In a certain sense, the growth of disciplinarity within the fields that coalesced around the
study of rhetoric, composition, writing, professional and technical communication, computing
technology, and related domains contains something of a paradox. Historically, Rhetoric and
Composition's very disciplinary identity is tied largely to Departments of English (although there
are notable exceptions), and I want to be clear from the beginning that I do not intend to
obfuscate or dismiss those historical disciplinary ties and contributions, to pretend that they
somehow don't “count” in our contemporary situatedness. In point of fact, doctoral programs in
Rhetoric, Composition, and related subject areas such as those founded at Purdue University and
the University of Arizona are indicative of the ways in which English and the professional,
scholarly study of writing and rhetoric are historically intertwined; this is, however, the source of
the paradox. A colloquial reminiscence of these historical relationships would suggest that we
“grew up” in Departments of English, by and large. But this assertion reveals the problematic
nature inherent in the idea of “growing up,” for the relationship has also conditioned and
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disciplined our field, profoundly impacting the theoretical and methodological potentialities of
studying writing and rhetoric. Byron Hawk (2007) has argued that the “the disciplinary
discourse [of composition] has been operating on assumptions that have gone unquestioned” (p.
1), and my own approach in this project is fundamentally concerned with questioning the
assumptions that stem from our disciplinary conditioning, from how we “grew up,” a dynamic
made manifest through the commonplaces that have accompanied the disciplining of the field.
So my focus begins in the broad (yet contingent and situational) historical relationships
between English and Rhetoric and Writing Studies. 2 Despite the proliferation of doctoral
programs and tenure-track positions in our discipline, despite purported independence in some
realms, what resonances with English persist, and how do they persist? In tracing and troubling
some of our core cherished notions, I argue that our reliance on disciplinary commonplaces has
contributed in no small measure to our own complicity in the hegemony that dismisses or
diminishes the significance of our intellectual contributions and disciplinarity. I want to undo
these disciplinary commonplaces, to move forward, and in the process create un/common places
in which to navigate the future of our research and teaching.
The remainder of this project then will focus on commonplace notions of text and
intertextuality, the idea that “writing is recursive,” the disciplinary identification and
preoccupation with composition rather than writing, and the historical privileging of pedagogy
over (and too often in lieu of) curriculum development. In tracing these commonplaces, I also
work to establish new directions for our research that are sometimes grounded in our own, often
2

It should be clear that I see the field of Rhetoric and Writing Studies as qualitatively different—in method, object
of study, and theoretical and philosophical approach—from “English” or “English Studies.” I make this distinction
because the relationship is often blurred, and the terms have been used (often to our detriment) synonymously.
Much of my argument is therefore concerned with articulating and redirecting such difference. Additionally, I will
privilege the term “English” to refer to the historical and contemporary study of (primarily) literature and the
teaching of literature in departments of English.
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overlooked disciplinary theory, while also moving outside of the humanities in search of crossdisciplinary collaboration that extends beyond the “one-way interdisciplinarity” so common to
the field (Barton, quoted in Kopelson, 2008, p. 766). Finally, I suggest un/common places
within the university, in the form of rhetorical dispositions as a method of both theory and
practice, and a focus on strategic vertical curriculum design that can begin to redirect our future
research by shifting the landscape of undergraduate writing instruction.
Fracturing the Consensus of Reason
Kopelson (2008) has cogently argued that “theory performs the invaluable service of
tracing, often in order to fracture, the very consensus around 'reason'” (p. 765). In this section, I
introduce the work of theoretical tracing within the context of this project by illustrating a
specific example of commonplace identification and usage from our own disciplinary research.
In this instance, Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola (1999) astutely interrogate the commonplacing of
literacy within the field, while simultaneously reinforcing the very valorization of book culture
which they attempt to fracture. I then expand upon this example and preview the broader
contexts for this project by briefly articulating other commonplaces that have had a similar
impact upon our research and methods—commonplaces rooted in pervasive notions of textuality,
of process theory, and of the disciplining of composition and pedagogy. I end this section by
moving on to an examination of some of the institutional implications that are inculcated in the
naturalization of theoretical and methodological commonplaces.
Anne Wysocki and Johndan Johnson-Eilola, in their thought-provoking chapter from the
1999 edited collection Passions, Pedagogies, and 21st Century Technologies, ask readers to
consider “productive ways of questioning our current positions” (368), and much of this project
is the result of such questioning. Why, for example, do we use the predominant terms that we
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use in our discipline? Where do these terms come from, and what are we doing with them—how
are we using them in our field? What and how do they allow us to see, and what do they
concomitantly obfuscate? What terms have become commonsense and accepted within the
field, and why? What impacts do such terms and their ways of seeing have on our research,
theory, practice, and institutional perception?
Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola’s essay, “Blinded by the Letter: Why Are We Using
Literacy as a Metaphor for Everything Else,” astutely questions the implications of uncritically
using the term literacy, specifically describing the ideological “bundles” and vestiges of book
culture that are carried along when literacy is applied to things like digital media (1999, p. 350).
In a certain sense, they dismantle some of the commonplace uses of literacy within the field—the
consensus of reason that accompanies such concepts—noting that “too much is hidden” by the
term, “too much packed into those letters—too much that we are wrong to bring with us,
implicitly or no” (1999, p. 349). They illustrate that when terms are disciplined and become
naturalized, “‘universality and neutrality’” are inculcated (Brian Street, quoted in Wysocki and
Johnson-Eilola, 1999, p. 354). Furthermore, they describe the characteristics of book culture and
the physical love and admiration for texts as artifacts that has certainly influenced scholarship
within the discipline. They ask “what else might we be—or be open to—if we did not see
ourselves and our world so defined in books?” (Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola, 1999, p. 359).
The overarching argument made by Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola (1999) is productively
heuristic for the present research project. I ask, and will continue to ask throughout this work,
what else might we be as an independent discipline if we moved beyond commonplace
theoretical notions rooted in research paradigms not wholly congruent with our own
contemporary objects of study? I begin, for example, by troubling our reliance on the term text.
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It could be argued that a notion so seemingly foundational to the study of rhetoric and writing
certainly can’t be problematized in any great degree—after all, we are a discipline of texts, are
we not? I argue that we are, currently, but that we needn’t (and shouldn’t) be solely focused on
texts as objects of study, nor as the end of writing work. What might writing be, if it were not
consistently and overwhelmingly strong-armed into texts (and analyzed as such)?
As scholars in Rhetoric and Writing Studies (née Rhetoric and Composition, a dynamic
I’ll explore in more detail later in this project, in chapter four), we’ve adopted a fundamentally
English object of disciplinary study: the text. 3 The haphazard, cobbled together, and recent
nature of our discipline is marked by the lasting influence of literary paradigms of research and
interpretation, one of the central themes in our discipline’s continued physical and
epistemological tethering to Departments of English (see, for example: Nystrand, Greene, &
Wiemelt, 1993; Schilb, 1996; Scholes, 1998; Goggin, 2000; Berlin, 2003, and many others for
more on this historical relationship between the disciplines). Our early scholars naturally
borrowed terms and ideas from historically related disciplines such as literature, partly because
our own way of seeing was so intimately bound up with theirs. And most continued to do so,
even as many in our field struggled to develop new ways of seeing, with new research paradigms
that sought different means of theory and practice (see, for example: Lauer, 1970, 1972; Flower
and Hayes, 1981; Emig, 1982; Hairston, 1982; Ede and Lunsford, 1984, and many others 4 ).
The influence of poststructuralism and postmodern literary theory was also tremendously
influential within our field’s formative scholarship. For example, the growth of semiotics and
3

Until fairly recently, the majority of scholars in Rhetoric and Writing Studies had earned PhD's in Literature or in
English Education. And, despite the advent and growth of RWS doctoral programs, many early students had
backgrounds in literary studies.
4

During the field’s formative years (and even now, to some extent), many scholars in Rhetoric and Composition
worked simultaneously in literature. In many cases, this was necessary for tenure and promotion. Since then, many
continue to pursue scholarship in both areas in part because of affinity for both.
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the adoption of semiotic theory within Departments of English effectively reified the disciplinary
reliance on text, perhaps even more than New Criticism, by applying hermeneutic frameworks of
textual interpretation to all manner of cultural artifacts, allowing literature scholars (and those
sympathetic to them) to become the arbiters of culture-as-text (see, for example, Bloom, 1980;
Culler, 1981; Leitch, 1983; Riffatere, 1984). In this research paradigm—championed as
criticism, no small matter given its fundamentally hermeneutic approach—material artifacts,
architecture, human language and cognition, bodies, and any permutation thereof are ascribed
textual properties, primarily, it would seem, so that they may be interpreted within textual
frameworks of analysis. So, in this paradigm, the Flatiron Building in Manhattan is a “text” that
can be “read” and interpreted using the same research paradigm that would allow one to read and
interpret a great literary work. There are, of course, manifold problems with such an approach
(problems I expound upon in Chapter 2), not the least of which is the overwhelming reduction of
complex cultural artifacts and acts, rhetorical artifacts and acts, to the realm of the textual.
Not surprisingly, given the “home” in which we “grew up,” early researchers in Rhetoric
and Writing Studies eagerly incorporated such hermeneutic paradigms into their disciplinary
work. With formal training in literary criticism, many saw themselves as textual scholars (even
though they seemed to approach texts differently than their colleagues in literature) and broad
semiotic notions of text allowed them to similarly broaden their field of study (see, for example,
Miller, 1983; White, 1984; Porter, 1986b; Smith, 1988; Witte, 1992; Devitt, 1991, 1993; Gee and
Green, 1998; Bazerman, 2004a). Research that adopted methodologies from semiotics-throughEnglish provided Rhetoric and Writing Studies with precedents for “reading” non-alphabetic
discourse and materiality textually. In the process our commonsense understanding of
contemporary writing, the consensus of reason surrounding our disciplinary object of study,
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became inextricably bound up with texts, and all manner of meaning-making became likewise
textualized.
Ironically (yet unsurprisingly, as we’ll see in Chapter 2), Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola
(1999) employ the term intertextuality in much the same way (and with many of the same
results) that they point to in the commonplace use of literacy within the field. Once broad (and
unsupportable) notions of text became commonplace within our discipline, the sweeping use of
the related term intertextuality flourished. Intertextuality brings with it many of the same kinds
of ideological “bundles” and remnants of book culture that Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola have so
effectively articulated in relation to literacy (1999, p. 350). The persistent use of intertextuality
in Rhetoric and Writing Studies (see, for example, Porter, 1986b; Devitt, 1991, 1993; Witte,
1992; Selzer, 1993; Johnson-Eilola, 1997; George and Shoos, 1999; DeVoss et al, 2004; Helmers
& Hill, 2004; Bazerman, 2004a, 2004b; and many FYC classrooms in the United States) tacitly
applies the limiting hermeneutic theoretical framework noted above, extending it to objects of
study within the field that we know are not actually textual. As a concept, intertextuality is illsuited for rhetorical knowledge work—it reduces, simplifies, and retrofits a hermeneutic
worldview on a heuristically rich and productively theoretical discipline. Our methodological
and theoretical potential is ultimately and significantly limited by the continued application of
such commonplaces.
“Blinded by the Letter” aptly illustrates the problems of attempting to look beyond what a
given normalized lens allows. The commonplacing and consensus around a term like
intertextuality has become so accepted, and thus so invisible within the discipline, that new
media scholars such as Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola (1999) inadvertently reify textual norms
even as they decry the persistent influence of book culture through the term literacy. Their use
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of intertextuality, and the theoretical and methodological implications that are carried along in
that term, can be seen as a primary example of the dangers of commonplacing within our
research. Intertextuality has become a catch-all notion that supposedly encapsulates the intricate
and associational complexity of writing work. Yet when we examine where that notion
originates, and what it actually does, we can see that it elides the rich complexity of rhetorical
knowledge work to the service of text and hermeneutics. This, I argue, is not a direction in
which we should persist as a field. 5 This approach to intertextuality, along with similar
approaches to other concepts that I'll explore in the chapters that follow, do not move our
research in new directions, do not help us understand the complexity of contemporary writing
and rhetorical knowledge work; instead, they keep us tethered to a reductive research paradigm
historically hostile to studies in rhetoric and writing.
My goal in interrogating these commonplaces is to fracture theoretical consensus, to open
up and explore the assumptions that have largely persisted without question; I am not, however,
advocating the complete dismissal of terms like text and intertextuality. Some scholars in our
diverse field, such as those who theorize and practice rhetorical criticism, will likely always
work with texts in some fashion. In a similar way, scholars working in those areas will also
likely seek out and analyze the traditional forms of intertextuality that help them better
understand things like historical relationships and influences on a particular rhetor or group of
rhetors. Yet at the same time, other scholars in our field, such as those pursuing research in
ubiquitous computing technologies, professional and technical communication, human-computer
interaction, and action research, for example, would be well-served by moving past a narrow
5

However, I am thoroughly encouraged by recent research in the field that moves us well beyond text-based,
hermeneutic approaches—research that attempts to solve real-world rhetorical problems. See, for example, Faber
(2002), Grabill (2003), Simmons & Grabill (2007), Grabill (2008), and Blythe, Grabill, & Riley (2008).
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focus on texts, intertextuality, and the other commonplaces I explore in the chapters to come.
The present and future realities of writing and rhetorical knowledge work demand new theories
and methodological approaches, and the remainder of this project questions our disciplinary
assumptions while offering a theoretical position and methodological approach that can redirect
the commonsense theories and methods we’ve adopted from English.
Commonplace approaches to text and intertextuality are not the only cherished notions
that populate our research articles and books. The idea that “writing is recursive” is arguably
one of the most familiar and comforting notions for scholars in Rhetoric and Writing studies, an
idea, I’ll argue, that has never been adequately theorized within the field. In fact, its
commonplace usage has prohibited us from realizing the full potential meaning of the phrase, in
terms of its importance to a complex theory of contemporary rhetorical knowledge work. Lester
Faigley (1986) has suggested that Janet Emig’s appropriation of the term “recursivity” from
applied mathematics is “technically misapplied” to our notion of nonlinearity in the writing
process (p. 532). Is it? And if so, why has the notion persisted? I argue here that what we think
we know (in Rhetoric and Writing Studies) about recursion is instead a highly disciplined, and
hence, extremely limited application of the concept. Our use of the term has become another
disciplinary commonplace, one that has limited what we see and what can be seen in the
complexity of writing work. I’ll argue that recursion is not contained within the movement of a
writing process as commonly depicted in many textbooks but is central to both human ontology
and epistemology—it is central to a complex theory of rhetoric and writing.
Related to these commonplaces is the overarching commonplace that sees our discipline
classified in terms of a university course—composition—instead of one of our primary objects of
study—writing—a pervasive, sociocultural human activity which precedes and transcends the
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university. Extending earlier arguments about the historical relationship between English and
Rhetoric and Writing Studies, I examine the idea of composition as a disciplinary commonplace
similar to text, intertextuality, and recursion. Drawing on recent work by Foster (2007), I argue
that our discipline might have been, and still can be, substantially different if we understand our
field in terms of the conflation of rhetoric and writing as opposed to rhetoric and composition as
some cobbled form of binary. 6 Related to the commonplacing of composition is the similar (and
concomitant) commonplacing of pedagogy. The interrelation of these critical components of our
disciplinary “self-understanding” (Phelps, 1988) has helped shaped the tremendous growth of the
field while simultaneously grounding much seminal research within limited frameworks of what
it means to write and do rhetoric.
Changing our Disciplinary Discourse: Methodologies and Theories
Janice Lauer (1970, 1982, 1984a, 1993) has consistently argued for interdisciplinary
collaboration in the research that we, as scholars of rhetoric and writing, perform and enact both
in the university and beyond. The current project is firmly situated within this tradition, as I
draw from a variety of disciplines and research methodologies in an effort to rearticulate some of
our disciplinary commonplaces. At the same time, this methodology seeks to be transductive,
leading to cross-disciplinary collaboration with other fields and professions, collaboration rooted
in our scholarship. As Kopelson (2008) notes, “we have long foraged about in other bodies of
knowledge,” as “primarily importers only,” a practice wherein our scholarship has “little to no
interdisciplinary influence” upon other fields (p. 768). I believe that we can better approach
these commonplaces by viewing them critically from both within and without, and as such, this
6

Kopelson's (2008) recent College Composition and Communication article astutely revisits this binary, arguing that
current doctoral students in the field have embraced the spaciousness of rhetoric in contrast to the constrictions and
pedagogical imperatives of composition. I'll argue that the conflation of rhetoric, writing, and the undergraduate
major can effectively interrogate that spaciousness moving forward.
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project frequently crosses disciplinary and institutional boundaries in the interests of increasing
knowledge about shared domains for all disciplines involved. In order to situate this sometimes
dappled approach, I draw upon institutional critique as an overarching research methodology. I
begin this section by describing the perspective and approach of institutional critique and then
move to situating the current project within this methodology. I also describe the various
theoretical and practical approaches that I consider in doing an institutional critique of Rhetoric
and Writing Studies.
Foster (2001) notes that institutional critique is a type of rhetorical inquiry, and as such, it
“begins with some dissonance or motivating concern that serves as a catalyst to the questions
that direct inquiry” (p. 6). In describing this methodology, she argues that
Institutional critique foregrounds its political, social, and ethical assumptions,
requiring researchers to embrace certain theoretical premises informed by multiple
theoretical perspectives. One such premise is that researchers engage in selfreflexivity, acknowledging their situated, partial, and contingent perspectives. An
articulation of the source of dissonance or object of study is also required. This
entails adopting a theoretical perspective that understands the relationship of
knowledge, power, and discourse as mutually reinforcing and existing in tandem,
with the lines of movement among them being transductive and dynamic.
Discourse must be understood to constitute and mediate knowledge and power,
and power to be understood, according to Foucault, as inevitable and productive.
(Foster, 2001, p. 7)
This articulation of institutional critique is fundamental to the work of fracturing
consensus and redirecting commonsense notions of research. I am concerned not only with
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tracing and rearticulating disciplinary commonplaces, but perhaps more importantly, with the
assembly of the stakeholders and institutional relationships that perpetuate commonplaces and
often prohibit change within our discipline. In this sense, I am interested in the circulation of
disciplinary knowledge and normativity—and the concretization of such norms in institutional
and material terms. In the process of addressing core moments of dissonance (e.g., why
textualized materiality? why deploy recursion in a limited and limiting way?), we can logically
move to an examination of the disciplinary and institutional ramifications of such dissonance. I
am engaging institutional critique, therefore, with the purpose of changing institutional and
disciplinary discourses.
Porter, et al (2000) offer institutional critique as a “rhetorical methodology for change”
(p. 610). They see “institutional critique as an activist methodology for changing institutions,”
and argue that “since institutions are rhetorical entities, rhetoric can be deployed to change them”
(Porter, et al, 2000, p. 610). Though institutions and institutional relationships are often seen as
monolithic and impenetrable, Porter, et al (2000) argue that they are ultimately changeable, since
they are constituted and mediated within discourse; they articulate institutional critique as a
methodology for finding the interstitial institutional spaces that provide room for interventions
and disruptions within extant infrastructures. This methodology is firmly grounded in the
disciplinary episteme of Rhetoric and Composition, and the authors posit their disciplinary
knowledge as a means for effecting social change beyond the university (Porter, et al, 2000, p.
612-613). This project, however, turns institutional critique back upon the discipline (and
institutions) in which it originated.
I follow Porter, et al (2000) in seeing disciplinary issues within Rhetoric and Writing
Studies in terms of theory, practice, research methodologies, and materiality—that is, both its
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disciplinary and institutional concerns and effects. I echo their argument that institutions be seen
as “rhetorical systems of decision making that exercise power through the design of space (both
material and discursive)” (Porter, et al, 2000, p. 621). This approach, however, makes a
distinction between disciplines and institutions (see, for example, p. 618-619); I see these two
constructs as inherently imbricated, and argue that changes to the disciplinary discourse of our
field can effect changes in institutional relationships. 7
In the majority of institutions where faculty and students of rhetoric teach, practice, and
theorize, Departments of English tightly control resources, mitigate spatial arrangements, and
manage organizational infrastructure (everything from staples to laptops to URLs). English is
seen in this project, then, as both a disciplinary (theory, practice, research) and institutional
(spatial, material, economic) force in shaping and disciplining our field. We are not likely to
change English Studies, nor should we necessarily want to; however, we can change our own
disciplinary and institutional perspectives, and in the process, change our disciplinary and
institutional relationships to English (and other disciplines). As Foster (2001) argues, and Porter,
et al (2000) note, “one premise of institutional critique is that understanding the power and
operation of such structures is important to developing strategies for changing them” (p. 626). It
is in this sense that the tracing and rearticulation of disciplinary commonplaces can then foster
long-term theoretical and methodological change for Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
Finally, institutional critique as a methodology requires action that promotes change, not
simply an articulated hope or desire for change. Porter, et al (2000) state that “to qualify as
institutional critique, a research project has to actually enact the practice(s) it hopes for by
7

In practice, this argument has already been borne out in a variety of settings. Within my own institution, for
example, both physical and theoretical distance from the Department of English has fostered meaningful
opportunities for collaboration with the College of Business, opportunities that I don’t believe would be as readily
available had our program more prominently shared a discourse and methodology with colleagues in literature.
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demonstrating how the process [of the project] enacted some form of institutional change” (p.
628). The ambition of such an ethos is admirable, and I argue throughout this project that an
emphasis on measurable indicators should be at the forefront of changes to our disciplinary
methods of research. However, the approach of Porter et al (2000) is also paradoxically limiting
in its ambition. I argue here that by exploring our disciplinary commonplaces—and
subsequently redirecting them—we can begin to change our institutional situatedness. Yet such
an argument is simply one component of the arc of theory-building, a point of stasis from which
we can start to change institutions. In short, this project is concerned with the theory-building
aspects of institutional critique, with expected (and unexpected) changes to follow its
implementation.
More specifically, I seek to promote institutional change through this project in three
ways: first, I argue that by rearticulating disciplinary commonplaces, we can redirect the
trajectories of our research, a move that ultimately redirects disciplinary identity and institutional
relationships. Second, I argue for shifts in classroom praxis; following Porter, et al (2000), my
focus here is ultimately in professional and technical communication, and the impact that our
research can make in academic, public, and industry spheres. Additionally, the role of
ubiquitous computing technologies and the future of professional knowledge work and
information management (in both industry and academe) must be informed by this research.
Finally, a strategic focus on holistic curricular reform, an issue I take up in the final two chapters,
cannot help but change institutional relationships, ideally in a transductive manner.
Theoretical Perspectives
For both Foster (2001) and Porter, et al (2000), the methodology of institutional critique
is firmly grounded in post-structural and postmodern theory. Foster (2001) indicates a
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distinction between these two approaches, yet acknowledges that drawing a line between this
cluster of theorists and theories is problematic at best. I follow this general approach, linking the
two schools by drawing primarily from the theorists within our discipline whose work is
informed by postmodern 8 theory. For example, I see the early work of Brummett (1979) as
foundational to enacting the methodology of institutional critique. His contention that “rhetoric
is epistemic in an ontological sense,” that it “creates all of what there is to know” (Brummett,
1979, p. 4) is essential to an approach that sees institutions as discursive formations. Moreover,
Brummett (1979) outlines an ontological view of rhetoric that sees its disciplinary role as central
to “all activity rather than an activity in its own right” (p. 4), a notion greatly expanded upon in
the work of Berlin (1988, 1992, 2003).
I also find Emig’s “Inquiry Paradigms and Writing” to be similarly seminal, as it draws
on phenomenology to theorize the “governing gaze, a steady way of perceiving actuality” (1982,
p. 65). Also important to a postmodern understanding of rhetoric is the work of Berlin; his
“Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class” (1988) argues that power relationships “are
inscribed in the discursive practices of daily experience—in the ways we use language and are
used (interpellated) by it in ordinary parlance” (p. 479). Drawing on Therborn, Derrida, Hall,
Barthes, and Foucault, among others, Berlin (1992) argues that “the postmodern turn in recent
discussions in the academy is an attempt to restore the place of rhetoric in the human sciences”
(p. 32). Embracing the methodology of institutional critique, one of the guiding values of this
research project is skepticism of grand narratives (Lyotard, 1984), and I recognize my own role
as always politically situated, my perspective as always partial and contingent.
8

I will privilege the term “postmodern” throughout, mainly out of convenience. I recognize the complex and
disputatious problems of doing so, but want to stress that, collectively, theories and theorists growing out of both
traditions have informed my work in a postmodern sense.
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Finally, my work is informed by other research paradigms, congruent with institutional
critique and informed by postmodern theory, such as critical geography (Soja, 1980, 1987, 1996;
Sack, 1986, 1993; Sibley, 1995; Augé 1995; and Delaney, 2005), visual rhetoric (Mitchell, 1986,
1994; Salinas, 2002; Handa, 2004), and technology theory (Bolter, 1991; Johnson-Eilola, 1997,
2005; Johnson, 1998; Kress, 1999, 2003; Feenberg, 2002; and Morville, 2005).
Contemporary Cognitive Science and Evolutionary Biology
In order to better understand writing, we need to better understand neuroscience and
cognition. In my research on recursion theory, 9 I make the argument that we need to step outside
of our commonplace disciplinary understanding of the term to better re-theorize an appropriate
notion of recursion that accounts for the complexity of rhetoric and writing work. Consequently,
I rely on research in applied mathematics and mathematical logic (Nagel, 2001; Mandelbrot,
2004; and Goldstein, 2005), evolutionary biology (Sterelny, 2001, 2003), and especially,
cognitive and neurosciences (Pinker, 1994, 1997; Hawkins, 2004; Andreason, 2005; Gazzaniga,
2005; Nunn, 2005; Blackmore, 2006; and Yang, 2006). I draw in particular upon the work of
Hofstadter (1979, 2007), whose research on the strange loops of consciousness informs my
rearticulation of recursion for Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
Likewise, recent research in Europe has shown a renewed interest in the cognitive aspects
of writing, with significant work completed by Tuomi-Grohn and Engestrom (2003), Stromqvist,
et al (2006), and Sullivan and Lindgren (2006). These approaches from both within our
discipline and beyond help strengthen this project’s methodological inquiry. However, I
acknowledge that any research methodology infused with such a variety of theoretical and
9

I should note here that I do not intend to incorporate research from the cognitive and neurosciences without also
acknowledging social and cultural considerations of difference. In short, researchers in RWS can and should rely on
such cross-disciplinary scholarship, but we should do so with the recognition that we’ll be using it somewhat
differently.
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disciplinary perspectives is problematic, primarily because shifting theoretical and
methodological contexts can simultaneously shift understanding and practice. I do not want to
suggest that we can seamlessly borrow from mathematical logic or cognitive science without
recognizing our own limitations in doing so. However, in building new theories that account for
the complexity of writing, I argue that our research is supported and enriched by the variety of
approaches called upon in this project. At the same time, our own disciplinary theories of
writing can enrich research in these disciplines, adding to the understanding of cognition and the
role of recursion in meaning-making and epistemological potential. Just because a methodology
is problematic does not necessitate avoidance of potential cross-disciplinary exchange.
Technical and Professional Communication
In addition to postmodern rhetorical theory, which informs the trajectory of this entire
project, I also draw heavily from scholarhsip in technical and professional communication, and I
am sensitive to concomitant issues of technology and the digital media that mediates knowledge
work in these areas (see, for example, McNely, 2006, 2007). My troubling of disciplinary
commonplaces in the interests of institutional critique are grounded in the boundary crossing,
practical expertise embodied by technical and professional communication praxis. I privilege
research in these areas, and draw heavily from Spinuzzi’s (2003, 2006, 2007) articulations of
knowledge work in distributed environments , Faber’s (2002) approach to organizational
identity, image, and rhetorical aptitudes, and Selber’s (2004) articulation of rhetorical literacy
and a systemic approach to institutional change. Following Grabill (2008), my work is also
informed by Latour (1987, 1999, 2007), as well as by research in knowledge management (Lui,
2004; Drucker, 2001). My methodological approach is driven toward practical rearticulations
and redirections of disciplinary and institutional situatedness, and as such, I draw from both
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theoretical and empirical studies found in the seminal works of technical and professional
communication scholarship (such as Spilka, 1993; Peeples, 2003; Johnson-Eilola and Selber,
2004; and Dubinsky, 2004).
Curriculum Studies
Finally, I draw from research in Education in developing a theory of rhetorical
dispositions in chapter five, and deploy approaches to strategic curriculum design that can enact
both disciplinary and institutional change. Studies congruent with my methodology of
institutional critique include Beauchamp (1982), McCutcheon (1982), Bourdieu (1977), Goodson
(1992), Huber (2005), Kafala (2006) and Cary (2006). I also focus on the idea of learning
transfer (and more broadley, epistemological movement), citing seminal research from Perkins
and Salomon (1992, 1998). Finally, in my discussion of rhetorical dispositions as a means of
effecting institutional change within academe, and through industry and public praxis, I draw on
Educational research on learning dispositions from Perkins, Simmons, and Tishman (1990),
Tishman, Jay, and Perkins (1993), Perkins, Jay, and Tishman (1993a, 1993b, 1993c), and
Tishman (1994).
Questioning Our Assumptions, Redirecting Our Research
I’d like to return now to the broad and fundamental question of inquiry regarding writing
and disciplinary research that I articulated at the beginning of this chapter as providing the
direction for this project: how can some of the predominant ways that our discipline has
approached writing be retheorized to better approximate the complexity of contemporary
rhetorical knowledge work? The corollary lines of inquiry that underscore my overarching
approach are rooted in the necessity of both institutional and disciplinary critique and change for
the increased viability of the study of rhetoric and writing as a theoretically independent field.
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I argue that by changing disciplinary and institutional discourses, scholars and
practitioners in Rhetoric and Writing Studies can begin to change institutional perception,
professional and collaborative relationships, and the future of our research. Disciplinary and
institutional change can, in turn, allow us to consistently rearticulate our understanding of what it
means to write, and to engage new approaches to studying and enacting complex rhetorical
knowledge work. I do not offer a new disciplinary or institutional grand narrative, but instead
suggest that moving away from the previous narratives and commonplaces rooted in English will
allow Rhetoric and Writing Studies to flourish in particularized and contingent environments that
take advantage of situated knowledge and practices of doing rhetoric.
Beginning then with a focus on the larger implications of commonsense disciplinary
epistemologies and research methodologies, I argue that when terms become thoroughly
commonplaced, they attain a natural and universal ethos, eliding the vestiges of their disciplinary
history and methodological impetus. When we persist in employing such guiding concepts out
of convenience or lore, we likewise persist in the participation of our own hegemony (when the
terms in question are borrowed from English Studies) and the stagnation of our research. In
short, such commonplaces inhibit our understanding of our purported disciplinary object of
study: writing and rhetoric. Moreover, these commonplaces (and the research paradigms in
which they originate) have significant and often detrimental institutional and material effects.
Chapter two, “Imploding the (Inter) Text,” interrogates the ways in which our field has
come to view the very notion of text, tracing hermeneutic paradigms of research adopted from
semiotics and disciplined within departments of English. I likewise investigate our field's
persistent and broad use of the term intertextuality, exploring the original paradigms of research
in which both terms originated, while speculating on the impact that their continued use has upon
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contemporary research, the more general ways in which we view writing and rhetoric, and more
importantly, how others view our field. I explore what's at stake—theoretically, institutionally,
and publicly—in our continued use of these commonplaces.
This chapter begins with a thorough tracing of our field’s appropriation of broad notions
of text, adopted most often from literary criticism and semiotics, and disciplined by the historical
relationship and theoretical proximity to English Studies. Such notions were formulated in a
research paradigm that actually has the potential to stifle research in rhetoric, of limiting and
reducing our disciplinary perspective. Moreover, the persistent use of intertextuality applies this
limiting theoretical framework tacitly, extending to objects of study within the field that we
know are not actually textual. I argue that, as a research concept, intertextuality is ill-suited for
rhetorical knowledge work—it reduces, simplifies, and retrofits a hermeneutic worldview on
heuristic disciplinary activity. This chapter seeks to implode the fundamental limitations that
commonplace notions of text and intertextuality place on our contemporary and future research,
and in the process, seeks approaches to rebuilding a theory of writing and interconnection
conducive to the contemporary realities of technology-saturated rhetorical knowledge work.
In chapter three, “Theorizing Recursion: A Multi-Disciplinary Approach,” I draw on
research from applied mathematics, cognitive and neurosciences, and evolutionary biology to
rearticulate our commonplace approach to writing and recursion. I examine how recursion has
been historically (under)theorized in our field, how the concept has, in fact, been disciplined by a
pedagogical imperative and the dominance of process theory in composition studies. By seeking
perspectives on recursion in the disciplines where this concept originated, I suggest that such
knowledge can enrich our own understanding of writing and rhetoric, resulting in a rearticulation
of recursion theory that has significant implications on the ways we theorize the notions of
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aggregation, heuristic production, and the commonplaced view of intertextuality.
This chapter proposes a new, multi-disciplinary theoretical space for our field’s
understanding of recursion, a space that seeks to demystify the commonplaces attributed to the
term, and to more fully articulate the potential of recursive writing, thinking, and doing.
Specifically, I begin by examining recursion theory through revision research, once a primary
locus of theoretical and experimental studies of writing process. As the notion of process has
morphed since the cultural turn in composition, overt studies of revision have been displaced by
broader theoretical examinations of writing; consequently, revision research has been subsumed
within more complex examinations of process and post-process theory. As a result, early and
contemporary studies of revision may be seen as occupying opposite ends of a continuum; early
research sometimes over-determines revision as a discrete moment in the writing process, while
some contemporary studies elide the notion of revision as a site of research, or ignore it
altogether. This chapter broadly considers the domain of recursion both within and beyond that
continuum of revision and writing research.
I argue that we need to more fully articulate an understanding of recursion, and I offer
here a workable and meaningful theory of recursion, one that moves beyond the commonplaces
of pre-social and cultural process theory. It seeks instead a more general approximation of the
impact of recursion on human ontology and epistemology, and strongly ties recursion to
rhetorical invention. Ultimately, more sophisticated and nuanced research into the role of
recursion within our discipline can promote change in institutional perception by fostering crossdisciplinary exchange beyond the humanities.
In chapter four, “Writing is Not Composition (But Composition is Writing),” I examine
the hows and whys of “composition” as a disciplinary (and highly disciplined) master term, with
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special attention given to the use of composition within the institutional space of doctoral
programs. Perhaps more importantly, I explore what happened to writing in the disciplining of
composition, and interrogate what is hidden or obscured by using composition as a master term
in our field. I likewise consider how the commonplacing of composition continues to impact our
research, and what’s at stake for the continued use of composition in terms of its impact on our
theories of writing.
Ultimately, this chapter explores the implications for the future of our discipline in terms
of our ability to engender institutional, cross-disciplinary, and public understanding of our
overarching object of study: rhetoric and writing. I argue here that the kairotic moment of
seizing disciplinary and institutional space for composition has long passed, and that the
overwhelming early focus of our intellectual pursuits on composition has resulted in the
impoverishment of writing research. I ask again in this chapter, what might writing be if
liberated from hermeneutic paradigms, the hegemony of English departments and compulsory
First-Year Composition, and the nearly constant and all-encompassing focus on text, textual
(essayistic) production, and textual interpretation. I suggest that the development of institutional
infrastructures that support writing and a re-envisioned composition would likewise redirect both
research and curricula (and thus, institutional perception) for our field.
Chapter four establishes composition as another harmful commonplace, one again rooted
in the initial conditions of institutional control within English Studies, and one that is especially
detrimental to complex theorizations of writing. I don’t call for the abolition of composition
here, but instead for the promotion of writing. I seek to displace composition, and create more
space for writing across the university and in our communities. Near the end of this chapter, I
also begin to step away from tracing disciplinary commonplaces, in the interests of articulating a
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strategy concerning the un/commonplaces and the common spaces we can create as we move
forward.
In chapter five, “Cultivating Rhetorical Dispositions,” I begin by questioning the ends of
writing instruction, the limits of service courses, the ends of undergraduate education and
research, and the role of Rhetoric and Writing Studies within that framework. How can our
discipline effect change both within and beyond the university? In this chapter, I shift the overall
focus from tracing and rearticulating disciplinary commonplaces and institutional relationships to
matters of praxis as a means of further effecting meaningful change. I focus here on
undergraduate education, and I position Rhetoric and Writing Studies as a vital and vibrant
content area both within the university and beyond.
This chapter articulates a rhetorical approach to the notion of learning transfer, and more
broadly, the well-established connection between writing and epistemological potential, by
offering the concept of rhetorical dispositions for the field. I argue for a theory of rhetorical
dispositions as a rearticulation of learning transfer for the realities of contemporary knowledge
work.
Rhetorical dispositions are grounded in a continual metacognitive approach to
communication that assembles relevant stakeholders, displays an acute awareness of
organizational infrastructures and agency/structure dynamics, and seeks indicators of
effectiveness (Grabill 2008). In contrast to the hermeneutic approach inherent in some forms of
critical thinking, rhetorical dispositions embody a method of heuristic thinking and doing
cobbled together from theories of educational research, the “durable, transposable dispositions”
of Bourdieu (1977), and the “rhetorical aptitudes” of Faber (2002). I argue that cultivating
rhetorical dispositions can give students the opportunity to become researchers in our field,
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providing a means for instantiating the types of vertical curricula seen in other disciplines across
the university.
Chapter six, “Vertical Curricula, Rhetorical Infrastructures, and 'Understanding
Knowledges,'” explores the disciplinary viability of Rhetoric and Writing Studies within the
context of strategic vertical curricula predicated upon valuing and expanding our disciplinary
theory and practice. I suggest what an undergraduate curriculum focused in the disciplinary
knowledge of Rhetoric and Writing Studies might value, and I consider what role the
development and growth of an undergraduate RWS major plays in the future of our research.
This final chapter extends the ideas articulated in chapter five by arguing that rhetorical
dispositions cannot be cultivated solely through pedagogy, the traditional focus of practice in our
discipline. Instead, our focus needs to shift from how we teach to what we teach—not just how
to write, but what the study of writing actually entails. I argue that rhetorical dispositions can be
best cultivated through the design and implementation of a strategic vertical curriculum. In the
process, I echo and expand upon recent arguments for the proliferation of the undergraduate
RWS major. At the same time, I seek curricular change that can have an impact on even service
courses.
I close this project by revisiting issues of disciplinary legitimacy, institutional perception,
and methodologies for change. By problematizing our history and displacing commonsense
theoretical and methodological notions rooted in English Studies, we can redirect future
scholarship and promote rhetors and writers who will make a difference both within the
university and beyond.
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Chapter 2: Imploding the (Inter) Text
The November 23, 2007, edition of The Chronicle of Higher Education contains an
interesting essay by Louis Masur entitled “How the Camera Frames Truth.” Masur’s argument
is perhaps a familiar one for many, especially for those with an interest in visual rhetorics and
design. He claims that “photographs seduce us into believing that they are objective records, but,
in fact, all images are interpretations, texts that must be read” (2007, p. B8, emphasis added). I
doubt that many researching and teaching today within Rhetoric and Writing Studies would
disagree with this statement, and therein resides the central problem that I explore in this chapter:
pervasive textuality has become commonplaced 10 within the field, accompanied by an
unquestioned consensus of reason that, drawing upon Kopelson (2008), requires dissonance and
fracture. Certainly Masur is correct in his contention that “images are interpretations”;
photographs are framed by the photographer, and they indicate a particularized way of seeing, a
window on reality that is inescapably rhetorical. But photographs are not texts; they are images
created by light’s interaction with a light-sensitive surface, typically film or a digital counterpart.
Calling a photograph a text is not simply inaccurate; as we shall see, it is a self-serving move that
privileges historical paradigms of hermeneutic research.
This chapter examines some of the foundational assumptions that have gone largely
unquestioned in our disciplinary research and theorizing of texts. For example, what broadly
constitutes text for writing studies as it is currently situated, and more importantly, how have we
decided to use that term in our field? Likewise, what is intertextuality, and how useful is that
term for contemporary writing research? Related further still, how did both terms become
10

Commonplaces often become quickly and inextricably entrenched within disciplinary lore as “the way” of doing
things, and as a result they are often seen as immune from criticism, thus becoming theoretically valid based
primarily upon self-evidence and tradition.
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appropriated and subsequently commonplaced in the field? Does, or should, writing always
result in texts?
What seem like simple questions yield complex and tentative answers. Yet asking these
questions is necessary to the continued development of writing research and our future
disciplinary identity, particularly in light of rapidly evolving notions of literacy and expectations
for real-world writing production in the twenty-first century. For example, Kopelson (2008) has
recently argued that “theory performs the invaluable service of tracing, often in order to fracture,
the very consensus around ‘reason’” (765). Kopelson in turn draws upon Charles Schuster, who
notes that theory’s impact is in disrupting “‘what we think we know,’” a move which
“‘compel[s] us to reconsider what we assume we no longer have to think about’” (765). The
undeniable comfort with which we use the terms text and intertextuality is one of the key dangers
of commonplacing; in this chapter, I am explicitly asking my colleagues in Rhetoric and Writing
Studies to “reconsider what we assume we no longer have to think about.” As we will see in the
work of some of our most seminal scholars, these are questions that have too rarely been asked,
and this is part and parcel of the development of a commonplace and the naturalization of a
particular disciplinary discourse.
There are several argumentative threads concerning the commonplacing of texts and
intertextuality that I explore in this chapter. I begin by questioning the pervasive instantiation of
these widely accepted terms—and the concomitant historical figuration of Rhetoric and
Composition 11 as a discipline of texts. My argument is quite simple: the notions of text and
11

Following Foster (2007) I will use the term “Rhetoric and Composition” to refer to our historical discipline, but I
will privilege the term “Rhetoric and Writing Studies” throughout when referring to our present and future
disciplinary identity. I have chosen to make this distinction because I see “composition” as yet another disciplinary
commonplace that unnecessarily reduces our field of study to a traditional university course. Composition is surely a
form of writing, but writing is so much more than historical figurations of composition within English Studies.
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intertextuality are fatally flawed by overdetermination and historical association with a
hermeneutic research paradigm not necessarily conducive to research on writing and rhetorical
production. By tracing two divergent (and often dichotomous) disciplinary research paradigms
through the commonplacing of the terms text and intertextuality, I will show how a focus on the
artifact (texts) necessitates an accompanying and overdetermined focus on interpretation.
Consequently, I argue that the historical interpellation of textuality in the development of
Rhetoric and Composition's disciplinary identity has resulted in the privileging of a hermeneutic
paradigm that diminishes complexity at the expense of a rhetorical paradigm that embraces
complexity. In the commonplacing of text and intertextuality, the nearly limitless factors that
influence writing and rhetorical production—the very factors we need to consider as a field to
better understand writing—are reduced and delimited by an overwhelming collective focus on
the artifact, on what writing becomes, rather than what writing might be.
I argue here that the persistent and continued use of the terms text and intertextuality in
this manner will have deleterious effects on our understanding of writing and our disciplinary
viability in a climate of rapidly changing landscapes of print culture and essayistic literacy. By
the end of this chapter I intend to bolster the claim that our discipline's focus is and has been
trained in the wrong direction—on texts—when the current trajectories of real-world writing
demand theories that are far more complex—on writing that is widely distributed,
technologically mediated (often simultaneously instantiated through code and alphabetic
literacies), inescapably social, and infinitely copyable—properties that traditional notions of
textuality (and corresponding curricula and pedagogies) simply cannot broach.
Competing Paradigms of Writing Research
Berlin's scholarship (1993; 2003) on expanding our conceptual framework of the
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possibilities of rhetoric explicitly engages and challenges the dominant and dominating discourse
of English Studies, an ethos I both draw upon and emulate throughout this chapter. This context
is essential, as the tensions between hermeneutic and rhetorical research paradigms can be seen
through the often contentious relationship between English Studies and the growth and
development of Rhetoric and Composition. Much of the scholarship that I'll review here
explores the fundamental differences between these hermeneutic and rhetorical approaches to the
study and practice of writing.
Hermeneutic approaches popularized within English Studies promulgate very specific,
very literary, interpretive interactions with the world. Such frameworks are most effective when
objects of study can be narrowly focused, and complexities can be simplified. When applied to
writing studies, it is a research paradigm that smoothes out the convoluted and complicated
wrinkles that accompany rhetorical production, specifically in the interests of textual (artifactual)
interpretation. Yet few real-world objects of study can be productively limited in this way; a
rhetorical understanding of writing certainly resists such methods, despite the continued
dominance of literary discourses within our field. And while a rhetorical approach to writing
that considers how discourse shapes epistemologies, ontologies, and complex social relations
certainly represents another way of seeing, I argue that this rhetorical approach fundamentally
inverts the hermeneutic paradigm, allowing us to more productively explore the complexity that
attends rhetorical production. 12
An example of the lasting influence of hermeneutic paradigms within our field can be
seen in a recent Council Chronicle essay by Kathleen Blake Yancey, the current president of the
12

I want to stress that I’m not calling for some artificial separation between reception and production; clearly they
are imbricated, and thus inextricable to writing. Instead, I am arguing against the historical over-reliance upon
theories and practices of reception as a means to teach and theorize production.
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National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and a Rhetoric and Writing Studies
disciplinary insider. For Blake Yancey, the “mapping of twenty-first century literacies” is
articulated from within the premise of “planning for a future very different from our past” (2008,
p. 28). But Blake Yancey's popular-audience essay epitomizes the dangers inherent in
commonplacing through a hermeneutic frame; in the midst of trying to articulate the future of
writing instruction and the teaching of English, she can't break free of very twentieth century
modes of research and pedagogical practice.
On the one hand, Blake Yancey rightly argues that “the ways we read, write, and retrieve
information—and then make sense of the world—are in the midst of transformative change,”
and she notes that twenty-first century literacies “are multiple, dynamic, and malleable” (2008, p.
28). But as I'll show, recent scholarship in Rhetoric and Writing Studies embodies research
paradigms and theories of writing that have not proven as “dynamic and malleable” as our agile
and evolving object of study. 13 Blake Yancey's essay illustrates part of the reason why this is the
case. Even as she describes contemporary literate practices, her recommendations for twentyfirst century readers and writers characterize writing in digital environments in twentieth-century
terms, suggesting that students will need to “create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multi-media
texts,” that curricula will need to address “new texts” (p. 29, emphasis added). Even with
widespread recognition that our understanding of contemporary writing is fundamentally
different in a digital age, a focus on texts, on the traditional containers of writing, persists. Blake
Yancey's essay mentions production, but her recommendations stress “critique, analy[sis], and
evaluat[ion]” of new forms of textuality. The real-world application of writing is changing, but
13

Ultimately, we need to forge methods and theories that actually do approximate the “dynamic and malleable”
nature of contemporary writing. My argument here is that in order to do so, scholars in the field must rethink the
commonplaces that continue to direct our disciplinary discourse towards textual paradigms of research and analysis.
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the object and method is firmly rooted in the hermeneutic past.
Like the ideological “bundles” that accompany the term literacy for Wysocki and
Johnson-Eilola in their seminal essay “Blinded by the Letter: Why are We Using 'Literacy' as a
Metaphor for Everything Else?,” commonplace notions of text and textuality are laden with too
much prior disciplinary baggage; as I'll demonstrate, they were formulated within a hermeneutic
paradigm that actually has the potential to stifle research in Rhetoric and Writing Studies, and
they inculcate a way of seeing that limits and frames our potential disciplinary perspective. By
extension, the continued use of intertextuality applies this limiting theoretical framework and
ideology tacitly, extending to objects of study within the field (such as materiality, memory, and
cognitive recursion) that we know are not actually textual. Furthermore, these terms have been
thoroughly disciplined within English Studies, and I argue that the continued use of such terms in
Rhetoric and Writing Studies actually serves disciplinary agendas not congruent with our own. I
turn now to the disciplining and commonplacing of the terms text and intertextuality in order to
more fully trace their import within these competing research paradigms.
Rhetoric and Composition's Commonplace Approach to Texts and Textuality
Cathy Davidson's (1986) influential study of the novel in America is indicative of an
approach to textuality that is common within contemporary literary studies, an approach, I argue,
that still resonates with theory and practice in our own field. She asks
What is a book? Is it a commodity, like toothpaste, to be consumed by anyone
who can be persuaded (the function of advertising) to buy one particular product
instead of another? Or is a book a unique sign-system in which the reader
necessarily participates as a producer of meanings, the locus of which is that one
particular text? These two books—the book as manufactured artifact and the
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book as conveyor of meaning—are not the same [. . .]. (1986, p. 15)
In this excerpt, we see the term text conflated with the term book, a conflation whose traditional
importance cannot be understated. Text equals book in the vast majority of both historical and
contemporary understandings of textuality; the conflation of the two terms has resulted in
common usage of an almost taxonomic inseparability (see, for example, our use of the term
“textbooks” in classrooms across North America). Moreover, Davidson illustrates the perceived,
inherent power of textuality: the book/text is a “conveyor of meaning,” a “unique sign-system,”
and the “one particular text” suggests that the locus of meanings exists primarily between reader
and book, that other factors are somehow excluded or otherwise diminished in this mystical
relationship between artifact and human.
Later in her study she argues that “novel reading could [. . .] provide as much of an
emotional or spiritual experience (as well as a guide for living) as did the earlier intensive
reading of the Bible” (Davidson, 1986, p. 73). She notes that
By surveying the inscriptions, the marginalia, and even the physical condition of
surviving copies of early American novels, I have gained at least a fleeting contact
with the novel's first American readers, and I am convinced that, at least for some
readers, a novel was a precious possession. In this sense, the full text of the early
American novel does not end with its printed word, but is extended into the
scribblings and the lives of its earliest readers. (p. 75)
It is fascinating to explore exactly what is privileged here. The minor “scribblings,” the actual,
real-world writing that supposedly gives Davidson access to the lives of a given book's readers 14
14

And the act of reading is most privileged in this excerpt. Even though the writing production of the book’s owners
is what gives Davidson her supposed “contact” with their lives, it is clearly less important, reflective only of how
they read and interpreted the work.
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is diminished, paling in comparison to the real writing of the printed word. Veneration of the
text itself is at stake, access to its power in the lives of both critic and original owner, and
scholarly divination of the novel's power takes precedence. It is the text that holds power for the
critic in this research paradigm, while the people who held it, who wrote in it, recede into the
background of history, producers of mere “scribblings.” It is the text which extends outward,
moving into the lives of its readers, not the writing those readers produced in response to the text.
From the Protestant Reformation's insistence on sola scriptura (the Bible alone), to
contemporary instances of textual mysteries (The Secret; Byrne, 2006), the notion of text has
been consistently associated with book culture and a concomitant ethos of mystery, power, truth,
and revealed insight sometimes only accessible by the privileged readings of the cultural,
religious, and literary elite. Most importantly, the very notion of text is built upon the
containment of writing, of restriction, reduction, and finite accessibility. Is this what we wish to
mean as a discipline when we use the term text? Can we easily and unproblematically leave
behind these prominent and persistent vestiges of book culture that are carried along in our
continued, widespread usage of the term? What does such a notion do to our understanding of
writing? Is writing always bound by texts; does it always result in textuality?
At a very fundamental level, the use of the term text within contemporary writing
research is a definitional problem, similar to the continued and widespread use of literacy that
served as the crux of Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola's critique. As Schiappa (2003) notes in
Defining Reality, “a rhetorical analysis of definition [. . .] investigates how people persuade other
people to adopt and use certain definitions to the exclusion of others” (p. 4). I argue that we
have been persuaded to deploy these terms based in large measure upon our historical proximity
to English Studies. “Growing up” within English departments, we have often sought approval,
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acceptance, and shared understanding; one of the parameters most readily available for such
approval has been a shared interest in texts. But as Schiappa points out, definitions are not only
adopted by persuasion, they are likewise “prescriptive and theory bound” (2003, p. 49). In other
words, we can't adopt them seamlessly and unproblematically. He argues that “definitions
always serve particular interests,” and that “the only definitions of consequence are those that
have been empowered through persuasion or coercion” (p. 69). Most importantly, “for a
particular definition to be shared, people must be moved to adapt their linguistic and
nonlinguistic responses according to the understanding instantiated in the definition” (p. 69). I
turn now to an exploration of how scholars in Rhetoric and Composition have adapted our
disciplinary discourse to an understanding and commonplacing of textuality that serves textual
research and theory at the expense of writing research and theory. 15
Disciplining Terms
Because of the tremendous influence of structuralist and poststructuralist thought within
departments of English during the 1970’s and 1980’s, broad notions of text and intertextuality
became particularly useful for compositionists struggling to forge a disciplinary identity of their
own, primarily because these terms were accepted by both literary and composition scholars.
This early appropriation by compositionists of terms that already held a certain caché with their
literary colleagues were deployed in many scenarios, it seems, to help establish credibility.
Moreover, as many early compositionists were themselves trained in departments of English as
literature scholars, it was only natural that they would seek acceptance from their colleagues, and
much early scholarship in Rhetoric and Composition sought collaborative methods and mutual
respect.
15

I am making a distinction here between texts and writing, based upon the premise (which I discuss in much greater
detail in the following sections) that writing very often doesn’t end up in anything resembling a text.
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Miller’s 1983 article, discussed in far more detail below, serves as an apt example, as she
reinforces a common theme in early discussions within the field, that of joining literature and
composition in a reconceived research paradigm that employs theories of both reception and
production. The problem with such an approach is that it begins from within research paradigms
that have little interest in theories of production, and thus, the approach practically begs for
acceptance and collaboration with such paradigms. In the process, Miller’s often strong insights
and arguments for Rhetoric and Composition’s disciplinary identity become reductive, as if in
appeasement to a literary approach. One of the goals of her article is mutual, productive
understanding, where “students of composition and literature could each recognize their relation
to one another” (1983, p. 225). Furthermore, she articulates a model of research designed to
“establish scholarly interaction” between literature and composition (p. 224). Why such
relationships and interactions would be any more important than the relationship of students of
composition and physics or sociology, for example, is left unexplored.
When hermeneutic and rhetorical paradigms were forced together in this manner, the
vestiges and cultural baggage of literary studies were brought along into the very foundations of
the developing discipline of Rhetoric and Composition, and were specifically instantiated
through commonsense notions of text and intertextuality. The continued use of both terms in
their current commonplace iterations helps keep us conceptually (and in a great many cases,
physically) yoked to literature and departments of English, with material effects that are
potentially detrimental. These terms are loaded with the ideologies of English studies, with textcentric paradigms of research and interpretation that contain, limit, order, and perceive the world
as textual.
Ironically, two of the best models for understanding how terms are disciplined and
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naturalized come from the work of Johnson-Eilola (1997) and Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola
(1999). Their work provides particularly apt examples of how our scholarship can so astutely
interrogate a given disciplinary issue (such as the commonplacing of literacy) while
simultaneously perpetuating other commonplaces (such as their use of intertextuality). JohnsonEilola (1997) states that “when any discourse is successful in naturalizing its own operations
(i.e., of hiding its interests), the discourse operates in a repressive manner” (p. 11). In addition,
he argues that “we allow our nostalgia to channel new possibilities into old pathways (while
continuing to proclaim radical revolution)” (p. 13). Certainly, in the case of text and
intertextuality, both statements apply in abundance when we attempt to explore potential
ecologies of writing.
The use of intertextuality and overdetermined notions of text in contemporary Rhetoric
and Writing Studies scholarship is a discourse that operates repressively, enacting our complicity
in the continued hegemony of English studies. And as the following discussion of the
scholarship of Miller (1983) and Porter (1986a; 1986b) will illustrate, nostalgia for literary ways
of seeing stifled early approaches to writing research by channeling concepts through
hermeneutic frameworks. Johnson-Eilola (1997) contends that “if we do not revise our
pedagogies to take into account and construct new ways of writing and thinking [. . .] we will
only perpetuate old ways of living in the world” (p. 241). Likewise, if we can’t move beyond the
kind of thinking that would force a textual frame upon forms of meaning-making that are clearly
extratextual, then we will simply perpetuate disciplinary norms that originate outside of our own
discipline, limiting what we can see and conceive in writing research.
Even more trenchant and applicable to the naturalization of the terms text and
intertextuality is Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola’s (1999) dismantling of the commonplace uses of
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literacy within the field. Although Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola are concerned with the
application of literacy to digital media, such questions can easily be applied to our continued use
of intertextuality in particular. They argue that “we cannot pull ‘literacy’ away from the [. . .]
bundles of meanings and implications” that are carried along with that term (p. 359), just as we
cannot separate or ignore the semiotic and literary notions of text and textual interpretation that
are inextricably imbricated in the term intertextuality. They ask again, “do we want to use a
word that contains within it a relation to a singular object that we use to narrow our sense of who
we are and what we are capable of?” (p. 360). And I would similarly ask, do we want to
reverse-engineer our thinking, our memories, our world in the interests of textuality, in the
interests of a disciplinary paradigm that is potentially hostile to our own? Finally, in relation to
literacy and computing technologies, Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola wonder why we aren’t
“instead working to come up with other terms and understandings—other more complex
expressions” (p. 360), and I too wonder why we continue to apply terms that are woefully
inadequate for articulating the underlying complexities of contemporary (particularly digital and
distributed) writing and rhetorical knowledge work.
James Berlin (1993) has noted that “there are simply no disinterested uses of language,
since all signifying practices, in both writing and reading, are involved in ideological
presuppositions” (p. 259). It is interesting that Berlin is especially careful in his terminology
here, that he doesn’t appropriate literary notions of text and intertextuality, even as he draws
from Baudrillard and ideas from semiotics. At the same time, he provides us with important
insights into how ideas are disciplined within English Studies. In describing the work of Graff,
Berlin illustrates how even as he attempts to displace oppositions between literature and rhetoric,
Graff “does so by resituating [this displacement] within the literary, in this way reinforcing the

38

power relations he wishes to contest, once again privileging literature over all other discourse”
(p. 255). The continued use of the commonplace intertextuality, I argue, performs in exactly this
way, resituating writing work within the literary.
Some of Berlin’s strongest language helps illuminate how terms and concepts are
disciplined, and the ends they serve through such disciplining:
English studies serves an important exclusionary function. [. . .] English studies
has served as a powerful conservative and antidemocratic force, all the while
insisting on its transcendence of the political. Thus the English establishment’s
insistence on the division of the literary and the nonliterary with its invidious
dichotomies has served to entitle the entitled and disempower the disempowered,
doing so in the name of the sacred literary text. (1993, p. 257)
Ultimately, it is important to recognize how notions of text and intertextuality have been
thoroughly disciplined by English studies, literary theory, and semiotics, and what’s at stake
from a disciplinary perspective when current scholars in Rhetoric and Writing Studies continue
to use these terms in this way. Berlin’s work prefigures an even more serious consideration: the
dichotomies between literature and rhetoric that are inherent in the notion of intertextuality. Not
only is the term not complex enough to approximate the intricacies of writing work; not only has
the term been disciplined in a paradigm potentially hostile to our own; but more than anything,
intertextuality and overdetermined notions of text diminish the role of rhetoric within our
disciplinary discourses.
Overdetermined Textuality
In much of the influential scholarship cited by early figures in our discipline, notions of
text were substantially broadened by literary critics and semioticians, a move that served text-
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based paradigms of research, aesthetic appreciation, and criticism. Early scholars in Rhetoric
and Composition who explicitly invoked these theorists and text-based research paradigms
promoted such notions of text in our field, notions that have since been thoroughly
commonplaced. For example, Michael Riffaterre’s 1980 and 1984 articles from Critical Inquiry
serve as a way into this discussion from without; these articles were written from the perspective
of literary criticism, and they indicate a central means through which the lasting influences
between literature and composition studies can be traced. His 1980 article “Syllepsis” is an early
articulation of intertextuality for literary studies, and within his larger argument, Riffaterre
privileges the concept of text in accord with prior research in semiotics. Riffaterre notes that
Intertextual reading is the perception of similar comparabilities from text to text;
or it is the assumption that such comparing must be done even if there is no
intertext at hand wherein to find comparabilities. In the latter case, the text holds
clues [. . .] to a complementary intertext lying in wait somewhere. [. . . .] The
intertext proper is the corpus of texts the reader may legitimately connect with the
one before his eyes, that is, the text brought to mind by what he is reading. (1980,
p. 626)
Here, Riffaterre’s tacit argument holds that there exists little outside of textuality, particularly in
terms of influence and referentiality for both author and reader. In this instance, the intertext
refers to an ambiguous corpus of prior texts, a body of works that author and reader both engage
as they write, read, and make meaning from a given text. Yet at the same time, the text “holds
clues,” echoing the process of divination noted previously in Davidson's work. Later in this
article, Riffaterre begins to broaden the definition of text, arguing that “it would be hard to
distinguish between texts and discourse” (1980, p. 633).
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Riffaterre’s “Intertextual Representation: On Mimesis as Interpretive Discourse” builds
on his previous investigations into intertextuality and further broadens notions of text. More
importantly, it clearly and succinctly embodies the type of literary criticism that has had a
profound and lasting influence on Rhetoric and Writing Studies scholarship. Certainly, there
were many others in literary studies who had a similar, and even greater, influence on
composition scholars, namely Leitch, Bloom, Derrida, and Barthes. I use Riffaterre in this
instance, but I could have just as easily drawn on any number of literary scholars doing similar
kinds of interpretive work at the time.
Riffaterre’s 1984 article is an examination of representation in literature, of the
relationships between literature and materiality, and the ways that literature challenges a reader’s
interpretation of both text and reality. Central to Riffaterre’s argument is the dynamic role of
what he calls “intertextual mimesis” in the act of interpretation (1984, p. 142). In short, in order
to understand texts, Riffaterre argues that readers must simultaneously engage the intertext, and
here he provides an expanded definition of this term as the “corpus of texts, textual fragments, or
textlike segments of the sociolect that shares a lexicon and [. . .] a syntax with the text we are
reading” (p. 142). For Riffaterre, the sociolect is “language viewed not just as grammar and
lexicon, but as the repository of society’s myths” (p. 160, n. 2). In order for the argument that
follows in the article to make sense, the reader must accept early on a notion of text (and
intertext) that essentially stands in for a term like “culture.” For Riffaterre, any cultural artifact
can (and must) be seen as textual, for literary texts are always in conversation with these cultural
realities—the sociolect—or the “repository of society’s myths.”
In a certain sense, Riffaterre follows Sausserian logic: signs and sign systems refer to
other signs and sign systems, and all sign systems (even what we deem “reality” or “materiality”)
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are fundamentally textual. In his analysis of William Carlos Williams’ “The Red Wheelbarrow,”
the concept of text moves from alphabetic symbols printed on a page to material artifacts that
have been imbued by the critic with textual properties, such that a given research paradigm can
thrive, and the idea of intertext can extend beyond written words to all manner of cultural signs.
For Riffaterre, the word “glazed” in the Williams poem “conjures up a vast intertext of artifacts
made with aesthetic intent” (1984, p. 145, emphasis added). Riffaterre lauds the
“complementarity” of the “intertextual counterpart,” that is, the poetic representation of the
material artifact, which becomes “textual” to support his critical agenda (p. 147). In essence, all
of culture has textual significance; it must, or the term intertextuality doesn’t make much sense
beyond textual allusion or citation.
We can see the influence of this kind of literary criticism in seminal articles published by
scholars in Rhetoric and Composition. For example, Susan Miller’s 1983 College English article
proposes a “new account of writing” (p. 219), one that ultimately seeks some distance from
literary ways of seeing, but one that also can’t fully break free from that framework. Miller’s
article is emblematic of the often conflicted nature of formative scholarship in the discipline.
She argues on the one hand for an expanded understanding of rhetoric (p. 220) and for the kind
of disciplinary separation that exists between linguistics and literature (p. 219), but at the same
time, she reduces the object of study in the discipline to the textual artifact (p. 221). To be fair,
Miller troubles the definition of that artifact, attempting to create a space between the literary text
and the student text, for example (p. 221). But her approach is still ultimately text-centric;
instead of focusing on the complexities of writing that precede and extend beyond the text, she is
instead consumed by the vagaries of the artifact, what writing must necessarily become in a
hermeneutic research paradigm. Like Riffaterre, the focus for Miller revolves ultimately around
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textuality.
This path of inquiry leads to the most problematic section of Miller’s argument in this
article, the point at which potentially productive ideas of disciplinary difference devolve into
considerations of artifact, voice, and isolated, creative genius:
Writing requires an active consciousness that divorces it from the temporal flow
of living culture; it stops time, setting itself apart from the communal murmur of
discourse, if only by virtue of its relatively recent silent, visualized nature.
Writing evokes its own context, or frame of reference. It explains and excuses
itself not only in relation to the immediate, but also in relation to the textual
context created by other writing. [. . .] Writing depends on both the broad cultural
setting and the textual setting in which it occurs. To say this is to say that writing
is equally related to culture and to the textual frame of reference, or
intertextuality. (1983, p. 227)
In this section, Miller draws explicitly on the work of literary critic Jonathan Culler 16 , and the
approach is clearly influenced by literary notions of texts and interpretation. We can see in this
section how Miller struggles with competing theories of production and reception, with the
disciplinary discord that results when hermeneutic and rhetorical paradigms are forced together.
The writer here is isolated, yet bound to culture; the writing act is romanticized, yet results
always in a cultural artifact. On the following page, Miller claims that “writing is textbound” (p.
228, emphasis added), and the implication of her use of intertextuality is that all of culture is
similarly textual. This ultimately leads Miller to create a series of visuals that evoke her
understanding of “The Writing Event,” a flow-chart diagram that begins with history (the
16

Culler’s work in structuralist literary criticism was widely influential in both Literature and Rhetoric and
Composition, especially The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction (1981).
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“Cultural Context” on the one hand, and the “History of Texts” on the other; p. 230), and ends
with “The Text.” There is a teleology of the writing event, one that Miller claims is not
hierarchical, but one that all the same ends with an artifact, with the Text. For Miller, there is no
writing that is not textual, that is not contained, restrained, and textbound.
The opening sentence of Edward White’s 1984 article “Post-Structural Literary Criticism
and the Response to Student Writing” could almost act as an abstract for Miller’s article. He
suggests that “responding to texts [. . .] is the business that unites us as teachers of literature and
writing,” as if all writing theory and instruction could be reduced to interpretive response (p.
186). Paralleling Miller, White draws explicitly on paradigms of literary criticism to inform
composition theory, and ultimately seeks connections and understanding between the two
approaches. White’s central goal seems to be the performance of literary criticism as a way to
inform composition theory and pedagogy. In the process of this performance, the field’s
understanding of text must expand, to cultivate the notion that culture itself is inherently textual.
White relies on a lengthy excerpt from Leitch to describe this expanded understanding of text:
‘In the era of post-structuralism, literature becomes textuality and tradition turns
into intertextuality. [. . .] Selves, whether of critic, poet or reader, appear as
language constructions—texts. What are texts? Strings of differential traces.’
(quoted in White, 1984, p. 190)
Here, White (through Leitch) explicitly promotes the idea that human beings are themselves
texts, comprised of “strings of differential traces.” White argues that “the definition of textuality
and the reader’s role in developing the meaning of a text that we find in recent literary theory
happens to describe with uncanny accuracy our experience of responding [. . .] to the writing our
students produce” (p. 191). White’s notions of text and intertextuality, combined with his
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discovery of the “uncanny accuracy” between literary criticism and writing pedagogy merge at
the confluence of the larger problem: White and Miller place composition within the larger
domain of literary studies, through research and theory dominated by textuality, a clear example
of how we are historically complicit as a discipline in our own marginalization.
Projections of textuality on broader social and cultural phenomena are not limited to early
scholarship in the field. Louise Smith’s 1988 College English article reinforces the idea that
writing research is defined by the study of both the “construction and reception of texts” (p. 391).
Writing Across the Curriculum programs are conflated with “textual studies” in her article (p.
392), and she urges collaboration between writing teachers and literary critics to develop a more
effective pedagogy of “textual studies” (p. 393). In addition, Gee and Green (1998) draw on
research that sees life as text, and prominent genre theorists Amy Devitt (1991; 1993) and
Charles Bazerman (2004a; 2004b) have each placed tremendous emphasis on textual
interpretation and reception in writing studies. Their work differs in that their studies are not
applied to exemplary or canonical texts as in a literary paradigm, yet the emphasis on textual
reception and interpretation persists. Devitt even goes so far as to place a textual frame on verbal
discourse, pointing to the “verbal text” resulting from the phone conversations of the accountants
she studied (1991, p. 338).
Similarly, Stephen Witte’s influential 1992 Written Communication article suggests that
writers rely on “oral ‘texts,’” and he argues that even memory is somehow textual (p. 265).
Witte suggests that writers also rely on “projected texts,” cognitive, memory-based models of
possible texts that “interact in powerful ways with both extant and in-progress material texts” (p.
268). Like many scholars in both literature and composition, Witte promotes an overdetermined
concept of text that is drawn primarily from work in semiotics. He cites research in sociology
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that sees “face-to-face interaction as text” (p. 269), and semioticians who argue for seeing nearly
all cultural meaning-making as text:
from a semiotic perspective—which subsumes the linguistic one—it is difficult
not to regard as “text” any ordered set of signs for which or through which people
in a culture construct meaning, regardless of whether that set of signs manifests
itself in day to day human relations, religious rituals, hockey games, paintings,
grocery lists, rock and roll songs, novels, motion pictures, scholarly articles, and
so on, even though some part or all of such “texts” do not readily submit to
linguistic description or analysis. (p. 269)
I’ll leave off discussion of whether these modes of discourse and meaning-making can justifiably
be termed text for the moment, simply to point out that Witte himself seems somewhat troubled
by the casual projection of text onto all manner of discourse. Unlike many of the scholars
appropriating these terms, Witte actually makes an attempt to justify his broad use of text.
Unfortunately, he does so by invoking semioticians who also work in literary theory, such as
Barthes, Kristeva, and Eco. I see little justification for a linguist or a writing researcher to claim
that memory (or a hockey game) is textual; however, for the literary critic or semiotician, doing
so promotes textual paradigms of research and interpretation, promoting in turn disciplinary
relevance and legitimacy for that paradigm.
It would be difficult to argue that James Porter is someone whose body of work has
placed Rhetoric and Writing Studies within the domain of literary criticism; on the contrary, few
current scholars have done as much as Porter to suggest the independent disciplinary identity of
the field. Yet Porter’s seminal 1986 article “Intertextuality and the Discourse Community”
illustrates how literary and hermeneutic notions of text have become unproblematically
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incorporated by prominent scholars in our field; in turn, Porter's disciplinary successes have led
many other scholars within Rhetoric and Writing Studies to continue the promotion of both terms
(text and intertextuality) as disciplinary commonplaces.
Porter’s article contains a compelling argument for a postmodern approach to writing,
where he foregrounds the potential of rhetoric, doing his own early work in promoting
disciplinary identity. Yet in a similar fashion as the scholars mentioned above, his article is
informed by a hermeneutic paradigm of research and literary interpretation. As in White’s
appropriation of Leitch, or Witte’s reliance on Eco and Barthes, Porter casts his net wide,
drawing likewise on theorists such as Barthes, Riffaterre, Kristeva, and Derrida, promoting the
idea that the cultural episteme is textual (1986b, p. 34), and that discourse (presumably written
and otherwise) itself is inherently, naturally, seamlessly, and unproblematically “intertextual” (p.
34).
Porter’s rationale for appropriating the notion of intertextuality and the semiotic
understanding of text that accompanies that theoretical frame seems warranted; he is arguing for
a greater understanding of the writer and what it means to write. His article explicitly moves
writing theory away from the creative, individual acts of genius so prominent in the field's early
research; and yet ironically, while Porter argues convincingly for a postmodern understanding of
writing, he does so by relying heavily upon a literary paradigm. He invokes critics such as
Leitch who see culture as textual, and he argues that traditions, clichés, and “phrases in the air”
become a part of a work’s intertext (1986b, p. 35); this is an unfortunate bit of reverse
engineering, the application of a textual frame to discursive events that may very well exceed the
bounds of the written word (as in Witte, 1992, for example).
For Porter, “texts not only refer to but in fact contain other texts” (1986b, p. 36). But
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why should writing be bound inextricably to other texts, or further, to be contained by them? For
example, if I write a blog post about my daughter’s soccer game, why should the conversations I
heard there, the smell of the grass, the sight of my daughter slotting the ball past the outstretched
hands of the keeper, be ascribed textual properties? Porter’s (and Riffaterre’s, and Miller’s, and
White’s, and Witte’s) notion of intertextuality does just that. And it does so to the detriment of
our disciplinary theory and practice. Discursive events, culture at large, “selves,” are retrofitted
with textual properties because doing so serves the veneration of alphabetic texts, the medium
through which “all the information which is judged to be relevant” is disseminated (Kress, 1999,
p. 72). This is the tacit foundation of an uncritical and commonplace appropriation of
hermeneutic notions of text.
Porter’s article even provides an example of such reverse engineering. He includes a
“close reading” of a cultural “text,” a mid-1980’s Pepsi commercial. Porter gives us a model for
“reading” non-alphabetic discourse textually. Yet the Pepsi commercial is no more a text than
the conversations overheard at my daughter’s soccer game. Moreover, ascribing textuality to
either discursive event marginalizes rhetoric by removing and decontextualizing complex
discursive ecologies while simultaneously privileging a hermeneutic paradigm. In sum, Porter
seems to have a sensible rationale for invoking the concept of intertextuality (and its
concomitantly overdetermined notion of text), but what he invokes simultaneously keeps us
tethered to English departments, to methods of research and interpretation that are reductive and
potentially harmful to rhetorical theory. Unfortunately, Porter’s notions of text and
intertextuality have had a tremendous influence on the development of these concepts within the
discipline. 17
17

This article remains both widely cited and frequently taught, and it continues to influence research and practice in
our field. This in turn continues to foment hermeneutic approaches to writing research.
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A 1986 College English article by Leonard Orr, published at roughly the same time as
Porter’s article, takes textual projection to strange extremes, again relying on literary and
semiotic paradigms of research. Orr suggests that “culture is made of a web of semiosis, a thick
tapestry of interwoven sign systems,” a concept that he extends as a notion of “cultural text” (p.
813). Drawing on the semiotic theory of Barthes, Orr argues that “nontextual information is
‘textualized,’” and that “everything that can be conceived or described is part of some ‘text’
understood within the terms of cultural text” (p. 814, emphasis added). This leads Orr to
ultimately theorize a relationship of “macrotexts” and “microtexts,” where particular written
texts are produced within the broader culture-as-text (p. 819). The world becomes text, and the
notion of text is extended to indefensible extremes.
Predictably, as the disciplinary discourse of text is broadened to encompass nearly
everything, the vestiges of a literary paradigm result in a hermeneutics that is teleologically
reductive. A tree can be a text, for example, but the true embodiment of textuality and the end
result of all writing production is still the hallowed alphabetic text which describes that tree.
Orr’s method is to expand our understanding of text through semiotic theory, and then apply that
theory to a series of exemplary literary texts. In a similar fashion, Miller expands text and relies
upon the idea of intertextuality, only to reduce writing in composition theory to the production of
Texts. Even Porter’s rhetorical approach reduces all manner of meaning-making to the textual; it
is necessarily so, to support the idea that discursive production is intertextual. The positions of
Miller, Porter, and others within the discipline may very well have changed since the publication
of the scholarship referenced here, but the influence of this scholarship within our field has had a
far-reaching impact, such that these terms have become part of our curricular, pedagogical, and
methodological lore.
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Those in our field who seek disciplinary legitimacy for their research simply cannot rely
on or promote these commonplaced notions of text. The consequences are clear: continuing to
do so reinforces themes of literary interpretation that elide rhetoric and contribute to our own
marginalization as a field. In short, we become complicit in the hegemony that stifles our
disciplinary theory and practice. When we continue to proffer an idea of Text with a capital T, to
suggest that everything is textual, we persist in irresponsible research and theorizing. There are
almost limitless factors that influence the complex act of writing; most are not textual, though all
are rhetorical.
Certainly, we sometimes work with texts in Rhetoric and Writing Studies. But we also
work with documents, white papers, databases, and web pages (coded and graphical), among
many other discursive forms. This is both an obvious yet subtle distinction; there are reasons
why a white paper is called a white paper and not a text (not the least of which is the fact that it's
circulated primarily within a domain historically separate from English Studies). Photos
likewise aren’t texts, and neither still are the conversations overheard on the sidelines of my
daughter’s soccer games. Trees, flowers, necklaces, and didgeridoos are not texts either. The
term text is very specific, and refers in common parlance to the collection of alphabetic
constructions printed on pages, most often bound and collected in the form of a book. In other
words, texts are the everyday medium of literary scholars. Student essays are not texts, and
neither are student presentations or web pages. A tag cloud is not a text. The aggregation of
various and distributed Twitter messages is not a text. Applying the framework and tacit theory
of literary criticism to these complex modes of writing, some 20 years beyond formative debates
in the field, continues to frame our way of seeing. And as Kenneth Burke has noted, a way of
seeing is also a way of not seeing. What do you think we are missing? Ultimately, what we
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need is not a new definition of text; instead, we need new definitions of writing.
Intertextuality and Extratextual Meaning-Making
“It’s almost too perfect a metaphor.”
Steven Shaviro (2003, p. 4), Connected: Or What it Means to Live in the Network Society

The above quote from Steven Shaviro refers to the prominent use of the rain forest as
metaphor in the information technology industry, but it could just as easily be applied to our
disciplinary reliance on the term intertextuality to evoke all manner of associative, networked,
sociocognitive interconnections. It really is too perfect a metaphor, simply because its
widespread application invokes a nearly limitless array of items that are decidedly extratextual,
retrofitting a textual frame to things like speech, cognition, and visual representation. As we
have seen, the currency of the term intertextuality is dependent on overdetermined notions of text
and textuality inculcated within a historical disciplinary affinity for literary criticism and
semiotics. As we’ll see, the term brings along all of the baggage that accompanies broad literary
and semiotic notions of text, and more.
Interestingly, while many scholars of literature point to, contest, or expand upon Kristeva
as the source for the term intertextuality (see Bloom, 1973, 1975, 1979; Barthes, 1975; Culler,
1981; Genette, 1982, 1987), she actually preferred the term “transposition” instead:
Since this term [intertextuality] has often been understood in the banal sense of
“study of sources,” we prefer the term transposition because it specifies that the
passage from one signifying system to another demands a new articulation of the
thetic—of enunciative and denotative positionality. If one grants that every
signifying practice is a field of transpositions of various signifying systems (an
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inter-textuality), one then understands that its “place” of enunciation and its
denotated object are never single, complete, and identical to themselves, but
always plural, shattered, capable of being tabulated. (1984, p. 60)
Despite her preference for transposition, literary scholars adopted and developed the term
intertextuality in concert with overdetermined notions of text and textuality. In this way,
scholars such as Leitch and Riffaterre could describe material-discursive relationships as
intertextual, since the material reality invoked by a given literary work (such as the wheelbarrow
in Williams’ poem) was ascribed textual properties by the critic. Still, there is a kernel of
promise in at least Kristeva’s idea of transposition, with its “always plural, shattered” (p. 60)
discursive and semiotic properties that are surely congruent with the postmodern notions of
rhetoric. But it is merely theory hope to assume that straightforward adoption of the term will
not result in problematic disciplinary consequences.
In conjunction with the widespread appropriation of overdetermined notions of text
within our field, there is a related and perhaps even greater appropriation of intertextuality.
Porter applies the term widely in his seminal Rhetoric Review article, from the aforementioned
“phrases in the air” to television commercials, to a model for writing pedagogy. Perhaps more
importantly, he describes the “intertext of our discipline” (1986b, p. 41), establishing a
connection between our field’s disciplinarity and intertextuality that has had a profound and
lasting influence.
Porter constructs valid arguments about the inadequacies of the prevailing modes of
writing pedagogy at the time, but he deploys intertextuality as the master concept that would help
move writing pedagogy toward a postmodern framework of interconnectedness and
collaboration. In the process, he attempts to privilege the social, using intertextuality as the
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means through which notions of constructivism and sociodiscursive interaction are realized. He
argues that “intertextuality reminds us that ‘carrying out ritual activities’ is also a part of the
writing process,” and that “intertextuality suggests that our goal should be to help students learn
to write for the discourse community they choose to join” (1986b, p. 42). These ideas were
important to the development of writing research and pedagogy, but they framed the complex
sociocognitive knowledge work of writing within a wholly textual paradigm; in this sense, Porter
established a precedent for the proliferation of intertextuality as a master term that would
encompass virtually any factor that impacts writing for many researchers that followed.
Previously mentioned articles by Amy Devitt take a reception-oriented approach to
textual analysis, and they also instantiate intertextuality as a means to encompass the situational,
polycontextual factors that influenced the professional writers she studied. She suggests three
types of intertextuality in her 1991 study of writers in the accounting industry, and in doing so,
posits approaches that tend toward both the “banal” methods of textual citation and referentiality
mentioned by Kristeva and the overdetermined methods of ascribing textual properties to
influences such as verbal interaction. Her 1993 article in genre theory puts forth the idea that
discourse is intertextual (p. 576), presumably even when discursive practices take the shape of
utterance, bodily interaction, or visual meaning-making.
Stephen Witte (1992) argued that “the concept of intertextuality can be seen as a
hypothesis about the source of prior knowledge that has long been recognized as critical to both
reading and writing processes” (p. 253). Here we can see the justification for the idea that
memory and other forms of cognition are somehow textual, and how they supposedly relate
intertextually to writing production. Similarly, Witte overdetermines intertextuality in much the
same manner as Porter to account for the complexities of social interaction:
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anytime a reader who is not the writer enters the picture, the metaphorical space
between production and use widens, and the influence of alternate intertexts on
the constructive processes increases dramatically. In such cases, writing and
reading become processes of negotiating the intellectual and emotional space
between the “self” and the “other,” between the individual and the social [. . .].
(p. 287)
In these instances, complex networks of cognition, discourse, social interaction, and meaningmaking are subsumed within the rubric of intertextuality. Clearly, most of these processes are
extratextual forms of meaning-making. Similarly broad appropriations of intertextuality can be
seen in the work of Hesse (1995), Greene and Ackerman (1995), Gee and Green (1998), and
Janangelo (1998). These articles variously argue for both print-based forms of intertextuality, as
well as text-based epistemologies that appropriate and constrain rhetorics that extend well
beyond the written word.
Influential scholarship on writing in digital environments continues to privilege the term;
this is particularly troubling given how much multi-modal media studies relies on forms of
discourse that transcend alphabetic textuality. Johnson-Eilola’s (1997) Nostalgic Angels
champions intertextuality as a goal of composition pedagogy (p. 22), and lauds hypertext’s
ability to foreground intertextuality and make it visible. Following Porter and others, he links
intertextuality as a concept directly to social processes (1997, p. 167), and even argues that
libraries should become intertextual (p. 218), applying textuality to physical, material spaces in
much the same fashion that Riffaterre and Leitch textualized materiality.
Similarly, George and Shoos (1999) celebrate the potential for “new communication
technologies” to “generate a kind of intertextuality” (p. 118), one that they claim is necessarily
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evocative of a “cultural matrix” (p. 119). They argue that “literacy itself makes intertextual
demands of the reader,” and that “changing technologies make those intertextual demands
increasingly more multiple, widespread, and intricate” (p. 119). In their discussion of visually
rich print advertising (for which they provide a “close reading”—a hermeneutic staple of literary
criticism), they argue that readers must negotiate the intertextual influences that come from
television commercials, music videos, billboards, websites, and news reports. In the process,
they make aspects of this complex environment textual by default. Similarly, DeVoss et al.
(2004) use intertextuality as a master term that encompasses “still photographs, video, animated
images, graphics, and charts” (p. 189), all modes of extratextual meaning-making that may be
limited by the application of textual ways of seeing. It is especially odd (yet entirely predictable,
given the nature of commonplacing) that scholars studying digital writing, a continually
emerging practice that holds the potential to move beyond so many of the conventions of book
culture, would continue to employ a term that ultimately reinforces that culture.
Similarly, Helmers and Hill's (2004) introduction to Defining Visual Rhetorics textualizes
materiality, the spoken word, and visual discourse. They argue that “one of the ways that images
may communicate to us is through intertextuality, the recognition and referencing of images
from one scene to another” (2004, p. 5). In their theory, images and visual rhetorics are placed
firmly within hermeneutic paradigms of traditional literary criticism, and we become “readers of
image texts” (p. 13). Curiously, Helmers and Hill note that “a daub of paint is existentially
different from a stitch with silk thread, and each has its own mode of conveying meaning” (p.
18); yet despite these existential differences, and despite their alternative modes of meaningmaking, they see it as only natural and appropriate to conflate both (paint and thread) under the
rubric of text. And like Devitt and Witte, they speak of the “verbal text[s]” (p. 19) that
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participate intertextually in our apprehension of visual rhetorics.
As in previously discussed notions of text, intertextuality has become shorthand for all
manner of polycontextual, interrelated, associational, networked influences and meaningmaking, many of which clearly can’t be so casually bound or textualized (such as memory,
cognition, and speech, to name just a few). The term is applied to everything that could
conceivably be interconnected or associational, to any extratextual influence that might impact
writing. Yet at the same time, the use of this term places a reductive framework on a potentially
liberating concept. The problems with intertextuality as a productive term for our discipline
begin with the concomitant acceptance of overdetermined notions of text. But the larger problem
is that the term simply isn’t complex enough to encompass the realities of writing, the influences
that extend so far beyond the textual. Finally, like text, it is a term that has been thoroughly
disciplined by English Studies and hermeneutic paradigms of literary criticism that can actually
constrain our understanding of writing.
Revisiting Competing Paradigms: “Textbound” Hermeneutics and the Spaciousness of Rhetoric
Much of the scholarship I’ve reviewed thus far can be seen as representative of some of
the fundamental differences between hermeneutic and rhetorical approaches to language and
writing. A hermeneutic approach instantiates a very specific interpretive interaction with the
world, one that works best when complexities can be narrowed and an object of study can be
clearly delimited. Biblical scholars, for example, can employ hermeneutics to their work
because the primary object of study is so well contained and defined. Likewise, literary scholars
also practice hermeneutic approaches, and much of their attempt to define the world through
textuality is embodied in the application of a clearly defined hermeneutics to objects of study
that are not so easily (conceptually and physically) contained. This emphasizes why the act of
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ascribing textual properties to things like speech or cognition or material artifacts is so
tremendously problematic; a hermeneutic gaze limits and partitions complexity in the interests of
interpretation, but few real-world objects of study can be productively delimited in this way.
Writing certainly resists such methods.
On the other hand, rhetorical approaches to language and writing often focus on the
epistemologies and ontologies carried and instantiated through discourse; in this sense, rhetoric
shifts the theoretical scene of scholarship away from particularized interpretation of delimited
objects of study to the realities and ecologies of writing and rhetorical knowledge work.
Brannon’s (1995) articulation of writing underscores the necessity of a rhetorical approach to
writing study and theory:
The act of writing is a complex sociocognitive interaction with the world that
entails, beyond mechanical control, such subtle practices as establishing and
maintaining social positions, adapting to variable discursive conventions, and
constructing ideas and relationships for oneself and others. It is not separate from
one’s life or from one’s culture. (p. 240)
How does one productively reduce writing activity to interpretation and textual study when
writing clearly engages so much beyond and outside of the text, beyond the hallowed endproduct? Much of Berlin’s work was focused on defining and articulating the vast possibilities
of rhetoric, of viewing writing and language study through a framework that wasn’t restricted by
the ordered and limiting hermeneutics of the textual artifact. Berlin notes that “social-epistemic
rhetoric most notably insists on examining all reading and writing practices within their
historical context, on examining the ways language serves as mediator in the negotiations of
individuals within their economic, political, and cultural moment” (1993, p. 258). For Berlin,
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language “serves as a terministic screen that forms and shapes experience” (p. 258); but things
are not so simple, because the “structuring of experience [. . .] is not undertaken by a unified,
coherent, and self-present subject who can transcend language. Language is a social
construction that shapes the subject as much as the subject shapes it” (p. 258).
To consider these problems more holistically, we can see that a hermeneutic approach to
writing theory places everything that can possibly be interpreted within the rubric of the object
most readily and productively interpretable—the text. A rhetorical approach (one like Berlin’s or
Brannon’s) is fundamentally consumed with how discourse, considered broadly, shapes
epistemologies, ontologies, and social relations in the world. Certainly this is another way of
seeing, of “perceiving actuality” (Emig, 1982, p. 65), but it is one that inverts the hermeneutic
approach. Where the literary critic reduces complex language acts, social structures, and
material properties to text, the rhetorician takes complex language acts, social structures, and
material properties as the starting point for understanding how such objects of study are shaped
by human interaction, how epistemologies and ontologies—ways of seeing, ways of knowing,
ways of being—are constructed in and through rhetoric (much of which is not textual). The
repeated invocation of intertextuality by scholars within our discipline attempts to force these
two scholarly methodologies together, but they do not mix well. In other words, the
“spaciousness of rhetoric” (Lauer, quoted in Kopelson, 2008, p. 772) implicitly resists consistent
and pervasive textualization.
Rhetoric, Writing, and the Limits of Textuality
I want to briefly consider some approaches within the field relative to Bakhtin and
Foucault as a way to illustrate how these conflicting methodologies are borne out in practice,
how complex approaches to rhetoric and writing exceed the limits (and limiting framework) of
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textuality. The invocation of Bakhtin by composition scholars to specifically support the notion
of intertextuality is a prime example of how hermeneutic reduction plays out in practice. Faigley
(1989), Witte (1992), Devitt (1993), Greene and Ackerman (1995), Gee and Green (1998),
George and Shoos (1999), and Bazerman (2004b) all trace the concept of intertextuality to
Bakhtin, most often in relation to his theory of dialogized heteroglossia. But in doing so, we can
see how appropriating hermeneutic methodologies from literary criticism reduces a theory so that
it fits within a text-centric frame, even when the theory itself explicitly avoids doing so (see, for
example, Bazerman, 2004b). Neither Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia nor his theory of the
utterance presupposes that discourse assumes only a textual frame. Heterglot notions of
discourse are explicitly rhetorical; that is, they speak to the epistemologies and ontologies of
language in use (for example, see Foster, 2007, for more on the relationships between dialogism,
heteroglossia, and subject formation). Reducing Bakhtin’s theories to a hermeneutics of
intertextuality simply doesn’t work—and this approach is grounded in concepts from literary
theory (again, see Bazerman, 2004b). Why would we want to appropriate this methodological
stance?
In similar measure, scholars in Rhetoric and Composition have also attempted to bolster
intertextual ways of seeing by drawing on Foucault’s concept of discursive formations. Porter
(1986a; 1986b) in particular attempts to draw support from Foucault for his own use of
intertextuality. In “This is Not a Review of Foucault's This is not a Pipe,” Porter (1986a)
illustrates how Foucault’s archaeological methodology expands our understanding of discursive
practice, but this is something quite different than reducing such practice to textuality. Later in
this essay, Porter makes a Magritte painting (the ostensible subject of the essay) a “text” (p. 216),
even as he acknowledges that Foucault does not. Again, this is a hermeneutic move, one that
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limits Foucault’s expansive theory of discourse—which itself is fundamentally focused on
epistemological concerns—and reduces it to textuality, even when Foucault himself didn’t limit
the theory purely to text.
I want to draw upon one more example in relation to Foucault. His theory of discursive
formations is extremely useful to rhetoricians, and we can deploy this theory to explore a variety
of rhetorical ecologies. Let me illustrate with two statements that evoke the two divergent
methodologies I have been exploring:
Buildings are discursively constructed.
“A Boston skyline, the old juxtaposed with the new [. . .] An architectural
intertextuality.” (Blake Yancey, 2004, p. 311)
Drawing on Foucault to illustrate the ways in which architecture, built environments, and public
spaces exhibit and are shaped by discursive properties is indicative of a rhetorical approach to
language and meaning-making. Arguing that buildings are intertextual applies the hermeneutic
framework to objects that, while discursively constructed, cannot rationally be described as
textual. 18 When we attempt to “read” a building as text, we decontextualize and reduce a
tremendously complex materiality in the interests of interpretation, thus limiting our viewpoint.
When we see a building as a complex material-discursive construction, we open, rather than
close our field of study.
Corder’s 1989 Rhetoric Review essay, though thoroughly conservative (and even
reactionary), makes an excellent point about the differences of these competing research
paradigms, and the dangers tacit in the appropriation of hermeneutic theories. Even though the
18

Some may argue that I am splitting hairs here, but the prior discussion of texts, book culture, and hermeneutic
paradigms of research supports this not so subtle distinction. Discourse, as Faber suggests, represents “language-inuse” (2002, p. 87), a dynamic that does not presuppose any form of textual presence or production. By contrast,
“intertextuality” requires the textualization of materiality (in this case, the built environment).
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article is also a reaction to constructivism, his argument about the potential of rhetoric holds:
I had thought [. . .] that the concepts of intertextuality and social construction
were already accepted before they were announced and argued. When one gets
hold of the notion of rhetorical invention—available to us for centuries—it seems
likely that one will know that writing comes from some place, is invented, not in
solitary confinement, but in wonderfully mixed community. When one knows
about invention, why are social construction or intertextuality thought new?
(1989, p. 315n)
Despite his reservations about social construction, Corder’s statement captures the problem of
appropriating intertextuality from literary theory when our own rich tradition provides
opportunities for understanding writing rhetorically.
I'd like to draw upon one final example to illustrate the differences between hermeneutic
and rhetorical paradigms embodied in overdetermined frameworks of text and intertextuality.
Many (if not most) current scholars in Rhetoric and Writing Studies would likely refer to the
following Wikipedia article on writing (see Figure 1) as a “text” (or what the editors of the
journal Kairos might consider a “webtext”):
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Figure 2.1. Screenshot of main Wikipedia article (“Writing,” 2009)
This is the end-product, the digital artifact and result of writing work. As Rhetoric and Writing
Studies continues to identify itself as a discipline of texts, this Wikipedia article represents one
facet of our ostensible object of study. Yet the following image (see Figure 2), I’d argue, better
represents writing:
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Figure 2.2. Screenshot of edit history for Wikipedia article (“Writing,” 2009)
This page shows the edit history for the article about writing, and if one is willing to explore this
page in some detail, she will be rewarded with a stunningly complex view of distributed writing
production and division of spontaneous yet coordinated rhetorics. As Clay Shirky (2008) notes,
“Wikipedia is able to aggregate individual and often tiny contributions, hundreds of millions of
them annually, made by millions of contributors, all performing different functions” (p. 118). He
notes that every edit made to an article like this is “provisional,” a dynamic that works to
Wikipedia’s benefit because “human knowledge is provisional” (p. 118-119). A hermeneutic
focus on texts concretizes and stagnates; a rhetorical focus on the distributed writing work that
accompanies provisional knowledge-making is dynamic, complex, and constantly in motion.
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The former approach focuses on an artifact; the latter peeks behind the screen to see what goes
into producing, disseminating, and circulating an ever-evolving information source. I don’t want
our field to study texts; I want us to turn our focus to writing and rhetoric.
The Ends of Writing
Fairly recent scholarship in Rhetoric and Writing Studies has expanded on
extradisciplinary methods of dealing with the complexity of writing, and these approaches have
moved well beyond concepts such as intertextuality. For example, Kyburz (2004) draws on
notions from chaos theory, Cooper (1986), Killingsworth (1992), and Dobrin and Weisser (2002)
employ ecological frameworks for investigating rhetorical complexity, and Spinuzzi (2003),
Prior and Shipka (2002), Russell and Yañez (2002), and several others have called on activity
theory. What all of these approaches have in common is that they explore the intricacies of
writing by looking beyond text-centric paradigms of research situated within English Studies.
Moreover, they try to understand the associative, recombinant, sometimes chaotic nature of
thinking and writing by deploying similarly complex theoretical frames.
With the emergence of collaborative and distributed digital writing technologies, much
scholarship has similarly been trained on understanding the mass interconnectedness that has
resulted from computer networks, digital media, and social networking applications. Yet even
early articles such as Lanham’s (1994) essay “The Implications of Electronic Information for the
Sociology of Knowledge” ask “what happens [. . .] when humanistic knowledge moves from
book to screen?” (p. 456). Lanham, in similar fashion as Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola,
interrogates the implications of bringing book culture into digital environments. He is also
concerned with the potential for digital media to change epistemological formulations grounded
in book culture, in textuality. And Lemke (1998), echoing the ecocompositionists mentioned
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above, uses an ecological framework for theorizing the social environments that impact literacy
in a multi-modal and digital world.
Of course, many book-length studies have been completed in recent years that may be
applicable to writing research, such as Taylor’s (2001) exploration of complexity theory, and
Shirky (2008) and Galloway and Thacker’s (2007) works on network culture. And JohnsonEilola’s (2005) Datacloud builds on the prior work of Nostalgic Angels by drawing again on
articulation theory. Interestingly, he rarely invokes intertextuality in this work, and does so
primarily through the work of others. Peter Morville’s (2005) Ambient Findability is especially
useful for exploring both the complexity and the ends of writing within digital, networked
culture. Like Taylor and Shirky, Morville’s work has much resonance for writing researchers,
and his discussion of search engine optimization, findability, and ubiquitous computing
technologies represent new degrees of connectedness that are ultimately discursive, and
instantiated in writing (both code and alphabetic text).
Interestingly, Morville (2005) introduces a concept from Theodor Holm Nelson called
“intertwingularity” as means to encompass the interconnectedness of network culture, and to
account for the inability to force “hierarchical, categorizable, and sequential” structures on
information that is inherently “intertwingled” (p. 64). It is not surprising that Morville, writing
from a different disciplinary paradigm than our own (library science and information
architecture), doesn’t invoke intertextuality, nor does he textualize networks. Yet more
generally, he acknowledges writing’s central role (not a text or a canon of texts) in network
culture.
Even more productive for our developing theories of writing are Morville’s descriptions
of social networking applications. He suggests that
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Novel forms of discourse emerge as we experiment with Wi-Fi-enabled backchannel communications in classrooms and conferences. New toys and tools
bubble to the surface with insurgent alacrity: the social bookmarks of del.icio.us,
the popular photo sharing tags of Flickr. It is amidst this woof and warp of social
software that folksonomies arrived. (2005, p. 135-36)
Folksonomies are “user-defined labels and tags” that are used to “organize and share
information,” and the term is derived from a “neologism that unites folks and taxonomy” (p.
136). “The core idea is simple,” he states, “users tag objects with keywords, with the option of
multiple tags [. . .]. The tags are shared and become pivots for social navigation” (p. 136-37).
Social networking applications like Digg, Flickr, and del.icio.us rely upon folksonomic
classification; taxonomic hierarchies are not imposed from above, but develop from below. As
Morville points out, user defined relationships to the kinds of metadata reflected in tags “serves
as a seed for emergent community” (p. 137). Is user-defined metadata and tagging writing?
Unequivocally yes, especially in the rich sense indicated by Brannon previously. Do users in
these digital environments produce texts? No. Traditional alphabetic texts could never selforganize, could never replicate the agility and swift social interconnectedness inherent in
folksonomies.
Morville (2005) notes that “tags serve as threads that weave a disparate collection of
objects together, [. . .] creating an emergent category that’s defined from the bottom up” (p. 138).
In his discussion of folksonomies, he quotes David Weinberger, who argues “‘the old way
creates a tree. The new way rakes leaves together” (p. 139). Combined with traditional
taxonomic classification schemes in information architecture, folksonomies help point toward
the “future of findability and sociosemantic navigation: a rich tapestry of words and code that
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builds upon the strange connections between people and content and metadata” (p. 141).
Morville’s (2005) exploration of search engines, ubiquitous computing, and findability
closes with the statement that “what we find changes who we become” (p. 179). I would amend
this statement to say that what we write influences what we find, who we are, what we know,
and who we can become. I am not arguing here that folksonomies replace intertextuality as
some kind of new master term. On the contrary, I see its long-term prospects as somewhat
limited. As I stated previously, what we need as a field are not new terms to replace text and
intertextuality, but new approaches to writing that leave textbound hermeneutics behind. What
prevails is the complexity of writing and the promise of rhetorical paradigms of research, which
cannot be contained by text, intertextuality, or any other current term. In the following chapter, I
explore the complexity of writing and rhetorical knowledge work in much more detail, enlarging
our field’s theory of recursion—one that moves well beyond the commonplace usage of that
term, and that considers the spaciousness of rhetoric and the complex associational qualities of
writing that have heretofore been limited by a continual focus on texts and intertextuality.
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Chapter 3: Theorizing Recursion: A Multi-Disciplinary Approach
Lester Faigley (1986) has suggested that Janet Emig’s (1971) appropriation of the term
“recursivity” from applied mathematics is “technically misapplied” to notions of nonlinearity in
process theory (p. 532). Is this term which has become so prevalent in our field “technically
misapplied”? And if it is—if Faigley was right—why has the notion persisted and in fact gained
further traction since the 1980s? In Chapter 2, I argued that writing engages and is produced
from a nearly limitless array of factors that precede and follow the bounded artifact—the text—
what writing inevitably must become in a hermeneutic research paradigm. In this chapter, I want
to explore some of those extratextual factors in more detail by focusing on the complex cognitive
recursion that is triggered by writing events—recursion that, in turn, enables writing production,
and thus, knowledge acquisition and dissemination. Instead of the reductive methodology of
hermeneutic paradigms, this chapter approaches cognitive recursion in concert with an
ontological view of epistemic rhetoric (Brummett, 1979), seeing purposeful language use as
fundamental to human ways of knowing and being in the world. This latter concept is certainly
not new for postmodern rhetorical scholars, but recent research on recursion in cognitive science
strongly supports this notion, and the addition of an un/commonplaced view of the disciplinary
adage “writing is recursive” can help scholars in the field more effectively explore the
spaciousness of rhetoric.
Just as intertextuality isn't complex enough to encompass the many factors that impact
writing production, so too is the disciplinary notion that “writing is recursive” an overly
simplistic formulation of a complex epistemic and ontological phenomenon. I contend that
writing is fundamentally recursive, but that our disciplinary scholarship and practice has undertheorized and commonplaced recursion so that it remains merely a nominal vestige of process
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theory—a staple of lore which is rarely considered in terms of its epistemic and ontological
potential. As in Chapter 2, I begin with a thorough trace of the commonplacing of recursion in
the field, primarily through revision research as realized in the seminal work of process theory.
Process, Foster (2007) argues, “constitutes the conceptual fabric of our disciplinary hegemony”
(p. 3), and while this chapter will not broach the boundaries of process and post-process theory
explicitly, it is clear that the commonplacing of recursion (and revision research) within the field
is directly correlated with the rise and dominance of process theory. As I trace the
commonplacing of recursion, I also uncover moments of disciplinary resistance and change,
leading to a contemporary resurgence in revision research that can buttress the multi-disciplinary
approaches to recursion in writing studies that I articulate in this chapter.
In order to extend this theoretical and historical trace, I describe an un/commonplace
approach to recursion by exploring and calling upon the disciplines in which the notion
originated, drawing particularly from research in cognitive science which speculates on
recursion's importance to theories of knowing and being. In this sense, I step away from Rhetoric
and Writing Studies for a moment, considering how patterns of cognitive self-similarity and
neurophysiological feedback loops are seen as fundamental to both knowledge acquisition and
subject formation—from theorists outside of our discipline. In returning to the field, I then
articulate 19 these notions of recursion from cognitive science with our own rich understanding of
rhetorical invention, and in the process argue that fostering and researching complex cognitive
recursion—while disrupting its commonplace usage—is essential to our ongoing research and
practice.
I close this chapter by assessing the ways and means of fostering cognitive recursion
19
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more effectively in our discipline, considering how we might help students and citizens see
writing and rhetoric as far more expansive than (inter)textuality, and recursion as more than an
overdetermined “step” in a finite writing process. Complex recursion, rather than a limited and
limiting framework for in situ writing production, may be more fully realized as the fuel of
rhetorical invention, a crucial element of epistemological development and movement—a facet
of rhetoric that both precedes and extends beyond individual discursive events. Ultimately, I
argue that because writing places unique cognitive demands on individuals, a fuller
understanding of recursion can help researchers in a variety of disciplines and professional
domains to better understand knowledge acquisition and retention through practices of writing.
Tracing Recursion through Revision Research
Revision was once a primary locus of theoretical and experimental studies of writing
process, with several seminal investigations beginning in the late 1970’s and continuing through
the mid 1990’s. As the notion of writing process expanded (and dissipated) after the cultural
turn in composition, however, overt studies of revision were largely displaced by broader
theoretical examinations of process, and the taxonomy of discrete process-oriented events in
experimental writing studies waned considerably. This is not to say that the study of revision has
disappeared (in fact, it has experienced a resurgence, especially among writing researchers in
Europe), but that revision has instead been subsumed within broader examinations of process,
post-process, and the role of writing in rhetorical theory. Neither development should
necessarily be privileged; instead, we can view research on revision as a metaphor for research
on writing in general beginning with the rise of the process movement. In this way, early and
contemporary studies of revision may be seen as occupying opposite ends of a continuum; early
research sometimes over-determines revision as a discrete moment in the writing process, while
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some contemporary studies elide the notion of revision in the service of more esoteric theoretical
claims.
Notions of recursion and revision are necessarily and inextricably intertwined, and
revision research constitutes one of the most fertile areas of study within the field for exploring
recursive acts and processes. Moreover, when the conception of revision is extended beyond the
finite confines of “re-writing” and seen as a “critical practice” (Harris, 2003, p. 577) that
continues to foster thinking beyond a given writing task, the potential for theorizing recursion
and its applicability to the study of writing can be more fully realized.
Early Studies of Revision
The proliferation of studies of revision in the wake of Donald Murray’s seminal 1978
article “Internal Revision: A Process of Discovery” resulted in an early theoretical crescendo, as
many of the articles from this period continue to significantly inform our contemporary
understanding of revision. Seminal research from Nancy Sommers (1980), Lester Faigley and
Stephen Witte (1981), and Flower et al. (1986) are clearly among the most influential studies of
writing process, and along with Murray, they form the theoretical foundation of revision
research. These studies reflect an increasing attempt to account for the complexity of factors that
both impinge upon and help generate writing production during revision.
Each of these early studies is concerned at some point with discovery or invention,
heuristics in general, and their relation to revision. Discovery is a central concern for Murray
(1978), and although he does not present his argument as explicitly epistemic, it is clear that
Murray sees writing, and revision in particular, as means to create new knowledge. By contrast,
Sommers (1980) examines the conflation of revision and discovery among her student writers,
who see writing production not as discovery, but simply the translation of “the thought to the
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page” (p. 382). However, the experienced writers she studied viewed revision as a process that
“confuses the beginning and the end [. . .] in order to find the line of argument” (p. 384). For
Faigley and Witte (1981), the discussion of discovery comes after a thorough quantitative
analysis of the data they compiled during their study, where “macrostructure” changes were
indicative of the process of meaning-making in the act of revision (p. 409). By the time of the
Flower et al. study in 1986, it appears that the connection between discovery and revision had
become tacit; there was an assumption that discovery continually interacts with, and shapes,
revision. It is interesting to note, however, that the concept of recursion remains extremely
limited in these early articles; revision is tied to discovery and invention, but recursion is simply
formulaic, a precedent which was repeated in much of the subsequent scholarship. One of the
primary reasons for the swift commonplacing of recursion was its resonance with the
commonsense assumptions of composition teachers.
Notions of discovery and its imbrication within revising practices assume a fundamental
epistemology of writing. However, the understanding of the various factors that impact a writer
in the act of composing and revising is conceived of differently among these early theorists. In
order to frame epistemic approaches to seminal writing theory, I draw upon Berlin’s (1982)
concept of the “epistemic field,” “the basic conditions that determine what knowledge will be
knowable, what not knowable, and how the knowable will be communicated” (p. 767n.). This
notion has also been seen as constituting an epistemic complex (Kyburz, 2004)—a way to
account for the many “situational variables” (Faigley and Witte, 1981, p. 410) that impact
revision. The concept provides a taxonomy that accounts for some of the complexity of social,
cognitive, situational, and rhetorical factors that are continually at work during revision, that, in
fact, recur, loop, and inform a writer’s revising practices. The theorists I trace treat this
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epistemic complex with varying degrees of sophistication, but we can see a progression in these
early studies, moving from notions of revision (and thus, recursion) as collectively and
temporally discrete, towards an increasing acknowledgment of—and attempt to contain—a
burgeoning complexity.
For Murray (1978), the epistemic complex is, for the most part, uncomplicated. It
consists of writer, text, and interaction between the two, with some attention given to the
consideration of basic rhetorical factors such as audience and topoi. While his approach to
writing is epistemic, the actual epistemic complex within which a writer revises is relatively
unfettered. Sommers (1980) greatly complicates the epistemic complex, as she troubles process
theory itself as a linear mode of composing whose theoretical basis is modeled on speech acts (p.
378). In doing so, she builds on Emig’s (1971) notion of recursivity; like Murray, she sees
writing and revising as an epistemic process of discovery, but she introduces variables that are
not explicitly considered by Murray. By arguing for a process that is nonlinear, Sommers
introduces a level of intricacy to the act of revision that had not been previously (explicitly)
explored.
Faigley and Witte’s (1981) further troubling of the epistemic complex is perhaps the most
seminal. After reviewing research from a previously completed empirical study, Faigley and
Witte performed yet another study to test the reliability of their results (see also Witte’s1983
article, “Topical Structure and Revision: An Exploratory Study”). What they encountered was a
continuing pattern of variance in revising practices, leading them to theorize a set of “situational
variables” that may account for the unpredictable nature of their results. Among the situational
variables they consider are
the reason why the text is being written, the format, the medium, the genre, the
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writer’s familiarity with the writing task, the writer’s familiarity with the writing
subject, the writer’s familiarity with the audience, the projected level of formality,
and the length of the task and the projected text. (1981, p. 411)
In theorizing this set of situational variables, Faigley and Witte greatly expand the epistemic
complex, viewing revising practices as part of multifaceted and shifting cognitive processes that
must account for a wide network of rhetorical aims.
This increased complexity of the epistemic complex in revision leads ultimately to a view
that is explicitly rhetorical. Correspondingly, there is an increasing uncertainty about the way
that writers revise in these early studies, and there is a concomitant effort to constrain the
variables that are continually at play when revision takes place, a move which leads to the further
commonplacing of recursion in the field. Consequently, the effort to both articulate and contain
this complexity had deleterious effects on working theories of revision, often leading to research
which overdetermined revising as a discrete function within the writing process. For example,
while Flower et al.’s (1986) explanation and understanding of the epistemic complex is the most
credible, accounting for the largest number of variables, they ultimately limit the space of
revision, partitioning its role in the writing process so that it can be contained within their
cognitive process model.
Gebhardt’s 1983 College Composition and Communication essay challenges some of
these early studies, contending that “revision [. . .] is a complex activity within which rhetorical
emphases are central. The processes of writing are sufficiently complex, and sufficiently
variable from writer to writer, that they cannot be reduced to a pat formula but demand models of
great breadth and flexibility” (p. 294). Gebhardt’s approach, while reviewing the work of
Faigley and Witte, Flower and Hayes (1981) and Berkenkotter’s 1981 study of audience, is to
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refashion process theory as more explicitly rhetorical, suggesting that such a frame of reference
will allow researchers to “unify the linear and nonlinear approaches that conflict within our
field” (p. 296). While this brief essay does not attempt to account for recursion, it does open the
door toward a more rhetorically complex approach to process, and the role of revision within
such a framework.
Other early studies of revision were in conversation with these seminal articles, and are
worth mentioning briefly. Hodges’ 1982 essay helped situate the field’s then-current knowledge
of revision, tracing the concept from antiquity. Flower and Hayes’ (1981) “A Cognitive Process
Theory of Writing,” while not explicitly a study of revision, was certainly influential in the
development of the process movement and later experimental research, partitioning revision (and
thus recursion) as a node in writing process. Another interesting early study is that of Kiniry and
Strenski (1985), who explicitly examined the notion of recursion in expository writing courses.
While the legacy of Emig’s recursivity is most clearly championed and extended by Sommers,
studies that overtly combined the role of computer-mediation in composition helped further both
the disciplinary understanding—and commonplacing—of recursion in process theory.
Revision and Computer-Mediated Composition
Advances in technology beginning in the late 1980’s shifted the field’s focus of research
in revision from theoretical approaches to more experimental and quantitative analyses. These
studies sought to investigate previous claims about revision by employing more rigorous
research methods, taking advantage of new computing technologies to better track and analyze
revising practices and strategies. Between 1987 and 1996, four influential experimental studies
specifically examined theories of revision within the context of computer-mediated writing
situations. Hawisher (1987), Hill, Wallace and Haas (1992), Eklundh (1994), and Reynolds and
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Bonk (1996) employed empirical methods to the study of revision and its actualization in the
midst of burgeoning word-processing technologies. Overall, these studies represent important
developments in revision theory, but they ultimately suffer from the lack of a fully theorized
notion of internal (cognitive) revision, and a concomitant understanding of recursion that informs
such a notion. Despite broadening their consideration of “situational variables” while revising,
these quantitative studies do not adequately account for user situatedness, and therefore continue
to produce research with mixed results.
As if responding to Murray’s call for more concrete research on revision, all four studies
attempt to account for situational variables by performing controlled experimental research.
Employing methods from social science, each study submits relevant data to statistical
manipulation, accounting for discrepancies by calculating factors such as mean variance,
standard deviation, and analysis of covariance. This collective methodological approach
represents a further effort to understand the burgeoning complexity of revision while
simultaneously managing its many constraints.
Eklundh’s (1994) article is distinguished by an ingenious method of keystroke recording,
where a writer’s production and revision is tracked by a program that logs all keystroke moves
for later analysis (a practice now common to usability research). Moreover, her study made use
of additional software called “s-notation” (p. 208) that moved beyond simple keystroke
recording, allowing the researcher to “captur[e] revisions” from the keystroke record itself (p.
208). Essentially, she employs another layer of programmatic analysis that allows “a writing
session [to be] represented in such a way that revisions appear directly in the text produce[d],
and marked with an indication of their order of occurrence” (p. 208). Eklundh’s work is a major
step forward in evaluating revision, with the primary benefit of providing a data-collecting
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means to account for recursion during writing activity.
Reynolds and Bonk (1996) also make use of keystroke analysis, but their research comes
with yet another local-level differentiation; their research subjects made use of a prompting
interface that was designed to facilitate revision. The writing prompts were initiated by the
writers themselves, with a prompt cue card attached to the keyboard (so it is always present in
the writer’s environment); they were also given extensive training in revising practices,
especially within computer-mediated environments. This differs most clearly from Hawisher’s
approach, where “students were unaware that their revision strategies lay at the heart of the
research” (Hawisher, 1987, p. 148).
In more generally assessing the impact of these studies on revision theory, Eklundh’s
method of keystroke analysis and “revision capture” moves process theory in significant new
directions by explicitly focusing on non-linearity and recursion. Because the s-notation software
not only tracked revisions by keystroke, but placed the revisions in order, researchers were able
to better assess the cognitive moves that a writer made during production. While methods such
as protocol analysis rest on the potentially unreliable “thinking aloud” machinations of the
writer, Eklundh’s program allowed researchers to actually determine what moves a writer made,
and when, irrespective of the thoughts represented to a researcher in a lab environment. While
in no way a perfect reflection of a writer’s thought process during writing, with the focus on
Emig’s and (later) Sommers’ notions of recursion, Eklundh begins to theorize revision through
experimental research in ways not previously articulated. But even this research remains
problematic, since these studies are still focused completely on in situ writing production.
While there is a clear progression in the treatment and integration of technology, there is
likewise a progression of complexity in each of these studies. The addition of word-processing
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technologies is yet another “situational variable” that extends the epistemic complex that each
researcher must consider. It seems as though the four studies build toward an increasing
recognition that revision is unpredictable, as evidenced by their research results. However, no
matter how diligently a researcher might try to account for the many variables in an experimental
writing situation, results are still mixed, regardless of increasingly sophisticated methods of
analysis such as keystroke recording and generative-evaluative prompting frameworks.
All of the studies surveyed thus far have mixed results in part because of the
implausibility of accounting for the multiplicity of variables that must be considered in the act of
revision, and the lack of a clearly defined (and hence, extremely limited) notion of recursion.
Any sound theory of revision must in some way account for the variables we cannot see, that
cannot easily be articulated, and that both precede and extend beyond discrete composing events.
Eklundh (1994) and Reynolds and Bonk (1996) provide important insights during this period of
research, but short of neurotransmitters that consider the complexities of true cognitive recursion
(tracking things like rereading activities, nonlinear thought processes, and prewriting activities
that may occur days or hours before actual writing activity), any theory of revision will
continually be left wanting. This is perhaps one of the main reasons why contemporary research
on revision has moved away from its examination of revision as a discrete and quantifiable
event, and has instead seen revision as a shifting and ever-present component of broader
rhetorical theory. Regardless, it is clear that seminal work on revision ultimately framed
recursion in a limited way, as a looping movement between the commonplaced components of
process theory.
Contemporary Theory in Rhetoric and Writing Studies
Recent research on revision has become imbricated within larger studies of process, post-
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process, and multi-modal media production. Surveys of College Composition and
Communication dating from 1997 to 2005, and a similar search of articles in College English
from 2000 to 2005 yield only one overt study of revision (Harris, 2003). Yet revision is still an
integral component of writing and rhetorical theory, thanks in large part to the influence of
hypertext and the social web on our notions of writing spaces, writing practices, and
(non)linearity. Not surprisingly, articles in Computers and Composition still explicitly address
revision, and studies of new-media writing in the major journals have become a place for more
fully articulated theories of revision. Four recent, yet disparate approaches to revision and
writing theory offer a means to briefly explore where the field has moved along the continuum of
revision research. Hewett’s (2000) work mirrors previously discussed empirical studies, and
Horning’s (2004) essay takes a similar approach. In contrast, Harris (2003) employs primary,
student-centered research in support of a general theoretical frame, while Kyburz’s (2004)
project is wholly theoretical.
Each of these articles has a different approach to revision as a process-based act, and a
fertile criterion by which to negotiate these studies may be found in posing a simple question of
each: where does revision stop? By posing such a question of revision in particular, we can infer
different understandings of “process” for each theorist. Seeing revision as “processual” can
mean very different things to different theorists, and these respective notions directly influence
an understanding of recursion.
Hewett (2000), for example, sees revision as a finite act, something that stops with the
completion of a particular writing task. She sees revision as “processual,” only insomuch as that
term is understood as relating to the earlier, commonplace, discrete process theory of writing.
While she acknowledges that revision is recursive, she ultimately sees that recursion as limited
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by the realm of the writing task, and furthermore, relating to cognitive switching among nodes
within the commonplaced practices of process theory. Similarly, Horning (2004) sees revision
as a limited endeavor, confined in scope to the generation and completion of a specific writing
task. Horning does extend the notion of revision slightly beyond that of Hewett, by articulating
her understanding of the “practice” of revision. For Horning, developing proficiency in writing
and revision “takes practice,” similar to “playing an instrument and doing scales” (2004, p. 38).
Revision stops with the completion of a writing task, but the development of an expert writer
requires the application of revision exercises (practice) that extend somewhat beyond finite tasks.
By contrast, Harris (2003) and Kyburz (2004) have significantly different notions of
where revision ends. Harris sees revision as a “critical practice,” where “critical” is defined as
the ability to “respond to and make use of the work of others” (p. 578). More importantly, he
sees “practice” as both encompassing Horning’s simplified understanding, and moving beyond to
a process of a continual “rethink[ing]” of one’s “plans and decisions in writing” (p. 588). For
Harris, “critical practice” sees the revising act as perpetually unfinished, boundless. He views
revision as both a concrete moment in the act of composing, and as a metaphor for broader
cognitive functions, “not simply a process of perfecting a single essay, but as a way of advancing
an ongoing intellectual project” (p. 590). As one of his students noted in a course reflection,
“this paper will follow me, hopefully expanding and altering through time” (p. 590). Kyburz’s
(2004) understanding of process is similarly boundless, and she draws specifically on chaos
theory to inform her understanding of writing and revision as perpetually unfinished. Kyburz
states that “chaos theory is about the complex, the web, the negotiation,” and that “the chaos of
chaos theory is about—to borrow Faigley’s phrase—‘coherent contradictions’ that create
meaning” (Kyburz, p. 505).

80

Each of these theorists’ understanding of the processual nature of revision is indicative of
their concomitant notions of epistemic potential in writing acts. Hewett, while greatly expanding
the epistemic complex beyond early theories of writing and revision, nonetheless limits
epistemic potential. Her very methodology (what Kyburz would call an “epistemology of order”
(p. 506)), constrains variables, and many of the variables that do impact her study are not fully
articulated. Just as her notion of the revising act is finite, so is her understanding of the
epistemic complex in which writers work. Similarly, Horning creates a broad taxonomy of
revision, again necessarily limiting the epistemic complex by virtue of her methodology. She
argues that three main areas of “awareness” and “four kinds of skills” impact the revising
practices of expert research writers (Horning, 2004, p. 39). While her categories are potentially
informative, in the end they seem reductive in comparison to Harris and Kyburz’s postmodern
approach to an epistemic complex of writing.
Harris (2003) contends that we can never “wholly control language,” that writing is
inherently “unstable” (p. 582). His attempt to refigure revision as a “critical practice” is
simultaneously an attempt to position composition theory as a place of broader critical
development, as always situated within writing, but also a site where theories of writing may be
used to move beyond writing. 20 For Harris, revision is something we do to writing and
something we continually do to ourselves. He sees practitioners of critical revision actively
enacting and negotiating an expansive epistemic complex, and he sees as well a cost, “the actual
labor” of doing such work (p. 588). In Harris’ theory, “revision [is] a social process” that
20

While Harris’ approach is laudable, it is also problematic, since it situates complex notions of writing within
composition, a move which necessarily limits his approach. Kyburz’s chaos theory is similarly situated within
composition studies (as is much of the scholarship below). The difficulties of such contradictions are explored in
detail in the following chapter.

81

“encourages students to be more ambitious in adding to and rethinking their texts” (p. 588).
Revision, then, takes place within the writing event and beyond it, within the writer and beyond
the writer, at both a specific moment in time, and always.
Finally, Kyburz (2004) explicitly invokes Berlin’s epistemic complex to help articulate
her chaos theory of composition. She posits an “epistemology of order” (p. 506), characterized
by traditional scholarly thought, against a chaos theory of language and writing, which she sees
as more fully approximating postmodern notions of epistemology and ontology. By drawing on
the work of Hayles, Kyburz argues that “chaos has been reconceptualized as extremely complex
information rather than an absence of order” (p. 507). What could be more complex than the
cognitive functions at work during writing activity and revision? By drawing on Berlin, chaos
theory, and postmodernism, the epistemic complex for Kyburz is thoroughly complicated, and
she situates writing as infinitely complex. In so doing, Kyburz moves away from commonplaced
notions of process, and concomitantly limited figurations of recursion and revision.
Broadening the Epistemic Field: Writing and Complexity
As we can see from this survey of revision research in composition studies, recursion is a
prevalent notion, but one that has yet to be fully theorized within the field. Despite the early
work of Emig (1971), which incorporated brain research into working theories of process,
subsequent studies of revision assume that recursion is functionally pervasive within the writing
act, yet fail to adequately theorize or account for its crucial cognitive role in revising practices.
Returning to the continuum of revision research that I posited earlier, theories have vacillated
from the temporally constricted stage of “pre-writing” in Murray’s formulation, to the boundless
nature of revision as a “critical practice” offered by Harris. Recursion theory must be situated
along that continuum, but due to the complexity of the writing act, it can, and does recur at
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various points along the continuum—or better still, within a complex network of rhetorical and
cognitive approaches—sometimes occupying multiple points simultaneously. Recursion,
therefore, is the key to understanding revision as a discrete temporal act and as an ongoing
critical project simultaneously.
Postmodern notions of rhetoric as boundless and becoming are reflected in other
movements within composition studies—as in Kyburz's (2004) appropriation of chaos theory—
and they offer heuristics for investigating and situating recursion within contemporary rhetorical
theory. Kyburz's study, for example, calls on three primary facets of chaos theory to inform her
own burgeoning theory of composition. She first invokes the “butterfly effect,” the idea that
chaotic systems (and documents, for that matter) “occur in a comprehensive cultural matrix,
within which small fluctuations in initial conditions can have huge effects” later (p. 508).
Similarly, she applies a theory of “self-organizing systems” to composition, a concept attributed
to Prigogine and Stengers (1984), arguing that some “systems (texts?) 21 that seem chaotic can
demonstrate the ability to organize” (p. 509). Finally, Kyburz describes “dissipative structures,”
a characteristic of chaotic systems where emergent order may exist, then dissipate, giving way to
still another form of order. Seen another way, “a dissipative structure [. . .] may encounter a
bifurcation, which represents a moment wherein the system or structure begins to develop
differently, as if choosing two paths” (p. 510).
These aspects of chaos theory are directly applicable to writing and to revision in
particular. For example, if we return to Faigley and Witte’s (1981) early struggles with
“situational variables” in the act of revision, we can apply a postmodern understanding of the
21

I want to be clear that I am quoting Kyburz (2004) here, and that the conflation of chaotic systems with texts is her
formulation—yet another contemporary example of the prevalence of textual paradigms within our field.
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butterfly effect, where seemingly miniscule changes in a writer’s situational variables can have a
dramatic impact on the way that he or she revises and composes. This understanding necessarily
opens the continual nature of revision, refashioning the act of revising as sensitive to
innumerable strata of variability, unobstructed by time. Whether days or hours before the actual
writing event, cognitive recursion within this stratum of variables helps shape, and more
importantly, helps a writer negotiate the meaning of the eventual document. More importantly,
we can see in revision the manifestation of bifurcation theory, where writing structures dissipate
while simultaneously yielding to new structures borne out of the “critical practice” of deep and
substantial revision.
Perhaps the most significant aspect of Kyburz’s argument is her use of chaos theory’s
“self-organizing” principle in the act of writing, and here the complication of epistemic complex
is brought into full relief. Kyburz notes that “Prigogine’s studies on the dynamics of certain
heated liquids showed that ‘a[s] the heat is turned up, the solution begins to organize itself
spontaneously [. . .] and under the proper conditions will continue to grow more organized’” (p.
509). She states that “student writing organizes with input [. . .] as students engage in chaotic
writing processes, as they exist as ‘variables’ within the epistemic complex and as meanings
emerge from within a wider cultural matrix” (p. 510). Further still, she argues that “writing does
[. . .] self-organize, as the number of influences is potentially infinite and therefore indescribable
and uncertain” (p. 510). In essence, the metaphor of self-organizing systems is truly manifest in
writing; writing activity constitutes an infinitely complex (and hence chaotic) self-organizing
system. Student writing certainly does not arise spontaneously, but given the complexity of
situational variables at work in any writing environment, they organize through the recursive
“critical practice” of revision, a continual matrix of thinking, organizing, rethinking, and

84

reorganizing (sometimes through bifurcation). The work (Harris’ “labor”) of composing and
revising is profoundly epistemic, and as documents self-organize—through cognitive
recursion—from an infinitely vast set of variables and complex cognitive functions, one’s
negotiation of the (postmodern) epistemic complex becomes paramount.
Ecocomposition: Negotiating Complex Wholes
Ecocomposition, an idea first introduced to composition studies by Richard Coe in 1975,
is not an approach to writing that is ostensibly concerned with environmental discourse. Instead,
early iterations of ecocomposition were attempts to better understand the complexity of writing
by appropriating ideas from ecology, which studies the interaction and interrelation of complex
environmental systems. In addition to Coe’s article, I briefly discuss Marilyn Cooper’s “The
Ecology of Writing” (1986), and Dobrin and Weisser’s “Breaking Ground in Ecocomposition:
Exploring Relationships between Discourse and Environment” (2002) in this section as a way to
explore work in the field which situates writing in complexity.
Coe’s (1975) essay, “Eco-Logic for the Composition Classroom,” was the first to
appropriate ideas from ecology in the hopes of informing research and pedagogy in writing. He
defines “eco-logic” as “a logic designed for complex wholes,” or “any logic which considers
wholes as wholes, not by analyzing them into their component parts” (1975, p. 232). In this
effort, Coe is an early dissenter from process-based approaches to writing; he contends that such
an approach breaks down a “whole process (e.g., teaching someone to swim) [. . .] into a series
of steps, which are then arranged and discussed in a linear order” (p. 232). He acknowledges
that this methodology is appropriate for certain types of situations, but that it is “inadequate for
discussing the more complex phenomena” involved in writing (p. 232).
One of the major tenants of later theories of ecocomposition is first articulated in this
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article, when Coe suggests that “meaning is relative to context,” and that it is a “fallacy to
discuss a subsystem without considering the whole system or to discuss anything out of context”
(p. 233). Through his application of ecological principles, Coe argues for a “contextual
relativity,” an epistemology which holds that human beings sense complex patterns instead of
individualized data, and that understanding and meaning is made by the perception of such
patterns (p. 236). Moreover, this perception cannot be separated from context, from the spatial
and social environments in which one is enmeshed; in this way, Coe argues that writers, and
writing, be considered within much broader frameworks than previously suggested, that we
consider the ecology, the interrelated systems in which writers think, live and compose.
Marilyn Cooper’s (1986) landmark essay built upon Coe’s effort to marry ecology and
composition, rejecting the “solitary author” that was prevalent in previous attempts to study
writing processes (p. 365). Cooper argues that an “ecological model of writing” is buttressed by
the idea that “writing is an activity through which a person is continually engaged with a variety
of socially constituted systems” (p. 367). This approach was formulated in direct opposition to
the cognitive process model of Flower and Hayes (1981), which “abstract[s] writing from the
social context” in which it occurs (p. 367). As Cooper suggests, “an ecology of writing
encompasses much more than the individual writer and her immediate context” (p. 368). In
contrast to cognitive or strictly process-based notions, an ecological approach to writing
explores how writers interact to form systems: all the characteristics of any
individual writer or piece of writing both determine and are determined by the
characteristics of all the other writers and writings in the systems. An important
characteristic of ecological systems is that they are inherently dynamic; [. . .] in
real time they are constantly changing, limited only by parameters themselves that
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are subject to change over longer spans of time. (p. 368)
In this sense, Cooper argued, “the ecological model postulates dynamic interlocking systems
which structure the social activity of writing” (p. 368). Perhaps the most pervasive metaphor to
grow out of Cooper’s article is the idea that writers function within complex webs, “in which
anything that affects one strand of the web vibrates throughout the whole” (p. 370), bringing to
mind Kyburz’s appropriation of the butterfly effect.
The notion of interlocking ecological systems and intricate social and contextual webs is
complicated further still by the introduction of postmodern notions of space and place. Edward
Soja (1987) argues that “the organization of space [. . .] is not only a social product but also
rebounds back to shape social relations, social practices, social life itself” (p. 291). In essence,
spatial contexts help shape discursive particularity in a recursive fashion, as in Soja’s “rebound”
effect. In turn, discourse shapes social space. In extending their theory of ecocomposition,
Dobrin and Weisser (2002) introduce and interrogate a similar notion of space within Cooper’s
ecological web.
Dobrin and Weisser (2002) stress the importance of the “intersections between discourse,
place, and environment,” and suggest that such perspectives are “essential” to the growth and
development of composition as a discipline (p. 567). They interpret Cooper’s essay through this
lens, arguing that she “suggests that writing not be examined as an individual process, but as an
entity reliant upon environment and, in turn, a force on that very environment” (p. 568).
Building from postmodern theories of discourse, Dobrin and Weisser contend that
ecocompositionists have embraced the notion that human thought and conduct are
(most likely) always mediated through language, and they identify such mediation
as the source for the construction of nature, place, environment [. . .] [that] the

87

discursive construction of environment is the cornerstone of many
ecocompositionists understanding of the environment. (p. 570)
Therefore, Dobrin and Weisser envision ecocomposition as a theory that “attempts to provide a
holistic, encompassing framework for studies of the relationship between discourse and
environment” (p. 572), where “environment” is constituted of contextual spaces both material
and imagined, both natural and socially constructed.
Dobrin and Weisser (2002) discuss the potential of ecocomposition for understanding the
ecological web first described by Cooper, and their vision of writers operating within these
complex systems encompasses a sophisticated understanding of postmodern rhetoric. But while
these important notions of ecocomposition greatly expand the epistemic field of writing research,
they do not explicitly account for how a writer continually negotiates this infinite web of social,
spatial, and rhetorical complexity. Cooper, for example, in arguing against cognitive models of
writing, ultimately overdetermines her notion of ecology, eliding the crucial importance of
sociocognitive agency in negotiating the web of situational variables that affect a writer. And
Dobrin and Weisser, while trenchantly theorizing the complex environments that affect writers,
have completely omitted a notion of cognitive recursion that might help explain how a writer
negotiates such complexities.
Activity Theory and Recursion
In 1989, Linda Flower published an essay in College Composition and Communication
reacting to criticisms of her cognitive process model of composition by social constructionists,
attempting to explain how both cognitive and contextual factors impinge upon a writer during the
act of composing. Her effort to formulate an “integrated theoretical vision” (p. 282) of
composing that would account for both of these factors resulted in an early adaptation of
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Vygotskian activity theory to writing research. Flower (1989) insisted that attempts to account
for both cognition and context remain grounded in empirical study, and like Cooper, she argues
that writers function within a “web of purpose—a complex network of goals, plans, intentions,
and ideas” that includes the negotiation of contextual impositions (p. 292). In the process, she
posits a notion of “interaction or situated cognition,” which is a “conditionalized sort of action,
operating in response to specific situations” (p. 294). Flower essentially prefigures later work in
activity theory by writing researchers who would draw upon Vygotsky’s (and later Leontiev’s)
understanding of “activity as a general explanatory principle [which] finds its concretization in
the specific, culturally bound types of semiotic mediation” inherent within writing (Kozulin,
1986, p. xlviii).
Bazerman and Russell’s (2002) Writing Selves, Writing Societies is one of the seminal
works of activity theory in writing studies, and they suggest in their introduction to this
collection that “writing is alive [. . .] when it is part of human activity,” that “the signs on the
page serve to mediate between people, activate their thoughts, direct their attention, coordinate
their actions, [and] provide the means of relationship” (p. 1). Echoing an ecological approach to
composition, Bazerman and Russell argue that “activity theory is a set of related approaches that
view human phenomena as dynamic, in action,” that writing and other human artifacts “are not
to be understood as objects in themselves, but within the activities that give rise to them” (p. 1).
Moreover, the meaning and relevance of a given document “are found in these dynamics of
human interaction” (p. 1). This approach results in a decidedly
rhetorical view of language in purposive use [which] deepens the social and
historical analyses of traditional rhetorical approaches, locates rhetorical action
within the complex and differentiated organized activity systems of the
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contemporary world, and opens up for analysis the many influences written
language may have beyond persuasion. (p. 4)
Seen in this manner, activity theory is congruent with postmodern notions of rhetoric, and this
approach, like that of ecocomposition, allows writing researchers to study writing as a complex
system embedded within, and constitutive of, larger human and contextual systems.
Perhaps the most significant chapter of Writing Selves, Writing Societies for a theory of
recursion is Prior and Shipka’s (2002) “Chronotopic Lamination: Tracing the Contours of
Literate Activity.” This sprawling, intricate argument draws upon cultural-historical activity
theory and the work of Mikhail Bakhtin to investigate writing as a system from both empirical
and theoretical perspectives. Like Flower’s (1989) attempt to study the interaction of cognition
and context empirically, Prior and Shipka (2002) examine the network of spatial, contextual, and
cognitive factors that impact a writer’s construction of documents. They study the effort of
writers to cogitate and revise holistically, as this brief example illustrates:
A psychology professor reports to us that when she is revising an article for
publication she works at home and does the family laundry. She sets the buzzer
on the dryer so that approximately every 45 minutes to an hour she is pulled away
from the text to tend the laundry downstairs. As she empties the dryer, sorts and
folds, reloads, her mind wanders a bit and she begins to recall things she wanted
to do with the text, begins to think of new questions or ideas, things that she had
not been recalling or thinking of as she focused on the text [. . .]. She perceives
this break from the text, this opportunity to reflect, as a very productive part of the
process. (p. 180)
This example is one of many that Prior and Shipka present as evidence of the broad social,

90

spatial, and cultural contexts in which a writer composes. They argue that “the act of writing is
dispersed, not only across the loosely bounded acts of sitting and working with the text [. . .], but
also across a series of writing episodes” (p. 181). “This process,” they suggest, “is a step in a
longer and blurrier chain of textual invention and production” (p. 181). Finally, like Soja (1987),
they argue that spatial relations impact discursive particularity, that environments “rebound”
upon discourse, and that discourse shapes environments. Referencing the psychology professor
and her practice of doing laundry while writing, they argue that “higher-order cognitive
processes are marked by a delicate ordering of a specific externalized environment,” that “self
structuring is achieved through environment structuring” (p. 181).
Prior and Shipka (2002) also draw upon Bakhtin’s notion of the chronotope (time-place),
sites which are both representational and material, to model the complex interactions of systems
that help structure (and that structure) discursive activity. They argue that chronotopes are
“laminated” or imbricated, and that the writer both structures and negotiates multiple
chronotopes when composing. They see these imbricated chronotopes as “dispersed and fluid
chains of places, people, and artifacts that come to be tied together in trajectories of literate
action” (p. 181).
Similarly, Russell and Yañez (2002), and later Yancey (2004), all draw upon activity
theory to explain how a writer mediates these “dispersed and fluid chains” of discrete events and
social systems in the act of writing. Russell and Yañez (2002) specifically study genres as
complex wholes that must be negotiated by developing college writers who must adapt to
specialized discourses with which they may be unfamiliar. Yancey revisits (2004) Porter’s
intertextuality, viewing the “circulation” of texts within the framework of activity theory (p.
313). She contends that virtually every “medium is re/mediated on another medium,” that

91

“consciously or otherwise, we create the new in the context of the old, and based on the model of
the old” (p. 313). She then offers examples from popular culture that illustrate how documents
are re-mediated, how they recur in new forms built upon existing frameworks.
When compared to the early notions of writing process put forth by scholars like Donald
Murray, theories of chaos, ecology, and actor-networks must be positioned at the opposite end of
a continuum of writing research. Yet for all of their rhetorical complexity, these theories still
lack a fundamental mechanism by which a writer negotiates the limitless variables with which
she is confronted in writing practices—the complex imbrication of chronotopes or the dynamic
stratigraphy of spatial, temporal, social, and cognitive factors that impact writing production.
Moving forward, we would do well to reformulate an old idea that was unfortunately and
summarily commonplaced, for an understanding of recursion can help explain the complexity of
chronotopes, remediation, and spatial organization that affect writers in the complex and shifting
dynamics of cognition, writing, critical revision, and knowledge acquisition.
Beyond Rhetoric and Writing Studies (and back)
While I have surveyed research in Rhetoric and Composition that has drawn from a
variety of fields, I want to move completely outside of that disciplinary paradigm for a moment,
exploring work in mathematical logic and cognitive science as a way to generate a fuller
articulation of recursion theory from within the fields where the notion originated and is most
discussed. While there are many excellent studies that explore recursion in several disciplines
(see for example, Nagel and Newman, 1958; Wittgenstein, 2001; Sterelny, 2001, 2003; Lienhard,
2006; Small and Vorgan, 2008), I will primarily focus in this section on research in the cognitive
sciences, bridging the metamathematical work of Gödel (1962) and the “thinking about thinking”
theories of Hofstadter (2007, p. xv).
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Gödel's incompleteness theorem, a profoundly influential work of mathematical logic
originally presented at a conference on the foundations of mathematics in October 1930,
demonstrated a proof for the incompleteness of formal systems (Goldstein, 2005, p. 66).
Goldstein (2005) describes Gödel's theorem as “the third leg, together with Heisenberg's
uncertainty principle and Einstein's relativity, of that tripod of cataclysms that have been felt to
force disturbances deep down in the foundations of the 'exact sciences'” (p. 21). Gödel's genius
was in disrupting formal systems of mathematics that were “consistent by fiat” (Goldstein, 2005,
p. 93), proving that Whitehead and Russell's landmark Principia Mathematica (1910-1913) was
fundamentally inconsistent, “the worst thing a formal system can be” (Goldstein, 2005, p. 92).
Hofstadter's seminal work in cognitive science, discussed in more detail below, is
grounded in Gödel’s incompleteness theorem. Among the basic rules of Whitehead and Russell's
Principia Mathematica (a groundbreaking work on the foundations of mathematics, built upon
the premise of deriving all mathematical truth from a set of axioms in symbolic logic) Hofstadter
(2007) notes, is the provision that “there was to be no twisting back on [mathematical] sets
themselves, no turning back of language upon itself” (p. 61). Yet Gödel’s work proved that the
formal rules of Principia Mathematica could be made to do just that, to turn symbolic language
upon itself. Hofstadter argues that “Gödel’s formula is making a claim about itself—namely, the
following claim: This very formula is not provable via the rules of PM [Principia Mathematica]”
(p. 138). Hofstadter notes that the formula is sometimes rendered as “'I am not a theorem' or,
even more tersely, as 'I am unprovable'” (p. 138). “The bottom line,” he suggests, “is that the
unanticipated self-referential twist that Gödel found lurking inside Principia Mathematica was a
natural and inevitable outcome of the deep representational power of whole numbers” (p. 161);
this recursive self-referentiality, as we will see, is a key component of symbolic systems, chief of
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which is the human brain.
In 2002, Jeff Hawkins established a research center called the Redwood Neuroscience
Institute, which was dedicated to brain theory. Hawkins' aim is to find “an overall theoretical
understanding of the neocortex—the part of the brain responsible for intelligence” (2004, p. 3).
Hawkins' (2004) On Intelligence represents the fruits of that research, and notions of recursion
are essential to his model of the neocortex. He argues that
The brain uses vast amounts of memory to create a model of the world.
Everything you know and have learned is stored in this model. The brain uses this
memory-based model to make continuous predictions of future events. It is the
ability to make predictions about the future that is the crux of intelligence. (2004,
p. 4)
In the majority of his book, Hawkins' concern is developing a theoretical, neurophysiologically
hierarchical model of the neocortex which consists of columns that enable prediction through
continuous bottom-up/top-down feedback loops within the cortical structure. He suggests that
Every moment in your waking life, each region of your neocortex is comparing a
set of expected columns driven from above with the set of observed columns
driven from below. Where the two sets intersect is what we perceive. (2004, p.
156)
Meaning-making in Hawkins' theory, therefore, is a product of continuous cognitive recursion.
He argues that “if you study a particular set of objects over and over, your cortex re-forms
memory representations for those objects further down the hierarchy” (p. 167). As
representations are embedded further down the cortical hierarchy, the uppermost layers of the
neocortex are enacted for “learning more subtle, more complex relationships” between old
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knowledge and new (p. 167). “According to the theory,” he explains, “this is what makes an
expert” (p. 167).
Hawkins' work suggests that the cortical representations of external phenomena help
mold our conceptions of reality. He argues that “your understanding of the world and your
responses to it are based on predictions coming from your internal model” (p. 202). Reality,
therefore, is constituted in the recursive interactions between cognitive representations and
predictions about new external inputs. “Prediction is the application of invariant memory
sequences to new situations,” he argues (p. 184). These invariant representations and memory
sequences are often triggered by “novel situations,” and this leads Hawkins to speculate on the
nature of recursion and invention:
Creativity is mixing and matching patterns of everything you've ever experienced
or come to know in your lifetime. It's saying “this is kinda like that.” The neural
mechanism for doing this is everywhere in the cortex. (p. 187)
Hawkins' theory of intelligence, based upon a hierarchical model of the neocortex, suggests that
pattern recognition and cognitive recursion are at the very heart of meaning-making and
knowledge acquisition. Hofstadter's (2007) work takes the notion of recursion even further.
Like Hawkins, Hofstadter (2007) frames perception and knowing in terms of the
recursive negotiation between remembered constructs and new inputs. He contends that
“symbols in a brain are the neurological entities that correspond to concepts, just as genes are the
chemical entities that correspond to hereditary traits” (p. 76). Interestingly, he suggests that
“every symbol in our brain's repertoire is potentially triggerable at any time” (p. 76), echoing
Hawkins' claims about reservoirs of accumulated memory representations. “There takes place a
kind of negotiation between inward-bound and outward-bound signals,” the mixture of which
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“makes perception a truly complex process” (p. 77). In fact, this complex negotiation, a kind of
Gödelian self-referentiality, is essential to Hofstadter's theories of being:
Once the ability to sense external goings-on has developed [. . .] there ensues a
curious side effect that will have vital and radical consequences. This is the fact
that the living being's ability to sense certain aspects of its environment flips
around and endows the being with the ability to sense certain aspects of itself. (p.
71)
Recursion becomes “curious,” and loops become “strange” when they are ensconced in a selfaware self-similarity. “In short,” Hofstadter notes, “a strange loop is a paradoxical level-crossing
feedback loop” (p. 102) that is essential to our understanding of knowing and being.
Hofstadter (2007) calls upon symbolic analogies in much the same way that Hawkins
articulates frameworks of meaning-making based upon a memory-prediction model. In essence,
recursion is the mechanism by which meaning is made:
We have repeatedly seen how analogies and mappings give rise to secondary
meanings that ride on the backs of primary meanings. We have seen that even
primary meanings depend on unspoken mappings, and so in the end, we have seen
that all meaning is mapping-mediated, which is to say, all meaning comes from
analogies. (p. 158).
This is similar to Hawkins' assertion that meaning making is found in the negotiated recursion of
saying “this is kinda like that” (2004, p. 187). Hofstadter reasons that “the cells inside a brain are
not the bearers of its consciousness; the bearers of consciousness are patterns” (p. 257), Gödelian
strange loops of self-reference and ontological meaning making. He argues that “consciousness
is nothing but the upper end of a spectrum of self-perception levels that brains automatically
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possess as a result of their design” (p. 325). “In the end,” Hofstadter suggests, “we selfperceiving, self-inventing, locked-in mirages are little miracles of self-reference” (p. 363). Our
sense of who we are, our ways of knowing and disseminating knowledge, are fundamentally
constituted in recursion, in loops, in the “miracles of self-reference.”
Returning to the disciplinary domain of Rhetoric and Writing Studies, it becomes
stunningly apparent that we have proffered an incredibly impoverished notion of recursion
within our discipline, and we continue to use that term in ways that are incongruent with its
application in other fields. But at the same time, this richer understanding of recursion is
essential to our object of study and our ongoing research. It should be clear by now that
Hawkins' and Hofstadter's positions on epistemological development and movement are
conceptually congruent with postmodern theories of rhetoric that see discourse as epistemic in an
ontological sense. The element largely absent (yet tacit all the while) in both theories of knowing
is discourse. Rhetoric always already mediates the “creativity” of Hawkins and the symbol laden
“analogies” of Hofstadter. When these approaches are articulated in a multi-disciplinary theory
of recursion, research in many disciplines may be enriched.
In surveying the history of needlework and sampler making as a conflation of visual and
verbal rhetorics, Maureen Daly Goggin (2004) argued that “sampler making served as a form of
rhetorical invention,” that “early samplers served as the old from which the new could be
refashioned” (p. 92). Goggin's simple example illustrates a crucial, but heretofore undertheorized
paradigm: recursion is the fuel of rhetorical invention. By rearticulating the commonplace
notion of recursion and highlighting its role in invention, we acknowledge the profound role that
previous (often unconscious) knowledge plays in the production and dissemination of new
knowledge. This rearticulated understanding of recursion can deepen our disciplinary perspective
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on the seemingly limitless variables that impact writing production. Recursion, I argue,
represents much of what we have been grasping at in notions of intertextuality and process-based
theories of revision. A more complex theory of recursion, therefore, is essential to understanding
writing.
Fostering Generative Recursion
If we accept the premise that recursion is essential to both the study and practice of
writing, then we have a responsibility to foster frameworks (both institutionally and
professionally) that enable cognitive recursion whenever possible, helping both students and
citizens to leverage the concept that “this is kinda like that” into productive heuristic and
inventional practices. In his book The Future of the Internet and How to Stop It, Jonathan
Zittrain (2008) discusses computing platforms that are fundamentally generative, that give
people control over their information technology environments in ways that enable “recursive
innovation” (p. 126). Zittrain (2008) argues that “recursively generative applications are capable
of producing not only new works, but also new generative applications that can then be used to
create new works” (p. 287n). Zittrain essentially posits the open platforms of the personal
computer (which can run myriad operating systems or applications, and which can be
reprogrammed by the user) in opposition to what he calls “information appliances,” products
which are designed for limited use, and which discourage reprogramming and innovation (like
Amazon's Kindle, for example).
Among Zittrain's key arguments is the idea that reprogrammable computing platforms
and the open nature of the internet have greatly enabled generative recursion, and that the
movement towards digital rights management, appliancized devices, and limiting information
environments may prefigure the end of the internet as we know it. I draw upon Zittrain here for
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two reasons: first, we can see that rich notions of recursion are already prevalent beyond the
cognitive sciences and in professional discourse, a dynamic we would be well-served in
connecting with as a discipline. But more importantly, our commonplaced view of recursion has
paralleled a similar commonplacing of composition within Rhetoric and Writing Studies. As I
move to chapter four, I want to consider the platforms with which we teach and research our
object of study; are they generative? If the answer is no, how might we make them more
“recursively generative”? In the following chapter, I explore platforms for generative recursion
in writing, refiguring another commonplace of our disciplinarity, the limited, controlled
framework of composition that stands in opposition to generative, social frameworks of writing.
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Chapter 4: Writing is Not Composition (but Composition is Writing)
In both Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 I examined the commonplacing of particular terms and
the accompanying research and methodological paradigms that enabled and constrained their
commonplace usage. In this chapter, I extend my exploration of commonplacing by discussing
research on how entire organizations and institutions can be constrained by disciplinary
commonplacing—by the initial conditions of disciplinarity that have far-reaching impacts upon
the research and methodological norms that are inculcated and enacted over time. The historical
development of Rhetoric and Composition as a field, predicated upon profoundly limiting
conditions that preceded disciplinary knowledge and practice by almost 100 years (Foster, 2007),
has resulted in unique challenges for the study and teaching of complex notions of rhetoric and
writing as a coherent and viable field in contemporary institutions of higher education. Zittrain's
(2008) notion of recursively generative platforms, as we'll see, cannot be reconciled within the
current calculus of practices and theories surrounding “composition” and requires instead a
richer exploration of rhetoric and writing within the context of twenty-first century technological
practices.
A recent study from the Pew Internet and American Life Project, in conjunction with The
College Board's National Commission on Writing (hereafter Lenhart, et al, 2008) found that
“teenagers' lives are filled with writing,” and that “parents believe that their children write more
as teens than they did at that age” (p. 2). The study also contends that teenagers see the social,
mobile, and networked writing they do via SMS messaging, instant messaging, and the web as
fundamentally distinct from the formal writing they are expected to do in school. In fact,
Lenhart, et al (2008) argue that the electronically-mediated writing teens do with friends does not
constitute “real writing” for the teens themselves (p. 2). The study's authors also cite concerns
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that “the quality of writing by young Americans is being degraded by their electronic
communication, with its carefree spelling, lax punctuation and grammar, and its acronym
shortcuts” (p. 2). 22 What these findings indicate is a profound and fundamental misunderstanding
about what constitutes writing activity, and what writing is. 23 Similar misunderstandings can be
found in many composition classrooms across the country, where academic writing—under the
larger rubric of composition—has been divorced from broader instantiations of everyday writing
practice. The widespread cultural understanding of composition (“formal” writing) privileges
mechanical correctness and essayistic literacies, notions often at odds with the complex writing
that occurs in everyday publics and professions. The historical disciplining and commonplacing
of composition is at the heart of this cultural dichotomy between formal writing and everyday
writing.
This chapter explores this dichotomy through the study of composition and writing as it
has been historically articulated within our field. Cushman (2003) argues that “composition and
writing are not the same thing” (p. 121), and this is a tension I discuss throughout, arguing that
composition as a disciplinary commonplace—perhaps the disciplinary commonplace with which
scholars in our field should be concerned—has resulted in an impoverished understanding of
writing (in concert with the commonplacing of text, intertextuality, and recursion). In this
chapter, I draw on research from economics and sociology regarding the concept of “path
dependence,” a notion that traces organizational and institutional trajectories as occurring from
within a limiting set of initial conditions which dictate future decision-making and practice. In
22

However, recent research indicates that spelling ability, for example, is “not related to use of new language [e.g.,
acronyms and abbreviations] in instant messaging” (Varnhagen, et al, 2009), and that such fears may be unfounded.
23

Such misunderstandings can be directly related to the privileging of text as the dominant mode of acceptable
discourse, as discussed in Chapter 2. Writing which doesn’t result in popular notions of legitimized text is often seen
as not constituting real writing somehow.
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this sense, I view the commonplacing of composition as an example of disciplinary path
dependence, where initial conditions predicated upon mechanical correctness and institutional
hegemony have continued to direct research and curricula along a path which intentionally
(necessarily) limits complex approaches to writing and rhetorical theory.
As in previous chapters, I trace the commonplacing of composition through our
disciplinary scholarship, with particular attention to the ways in which writing has been conflated
with composition. I then move to a discussion of contemporary issues of technology in Rhetoric
and Writing Studies, arguing for renewed study of rhetorical theory within the context of twentyfirst century digital writing activity, thus broadening our approach to writing beyond historical
disciplinary conceptions of composition as formal, essayistic literacy. Finally, I explore the
rhetorical infrastructures of contemporary digital writing, disrupting and redirecting path
dependence and the commonplacing of composition by turning our focus to writing in parallel—
to the study of the inherently imbricated coding and rhetorical literacies that necessarily
accompany our future conceptions and delivery of writing research and curricula.
Implications of Path Dependence
Research on the concept of path dependence can be found in economics, sociology, and
in particular, studies of applied technology. Robinson and Meier (2006) define path dependence
research as “models [that] explain the conditions under which history influences institutional
decision making and the effects that history can have on contemporary institutional decision
making” (p. 244). In exploring instances of path dependence, then, an understanding of initial
conditions is essential, as those conditions frame subsequent understandings and practices.
Conley (2009) notes that once space has been claimed (whether material, intellectual,
methodological, etc.) within the context of path dependence, it is very difficult to reappropriate
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or change (p. 116). Consequently, inertia is a key property of path dependence, especially within
organizations and bureaucratic institutions. Drawing on a widely cited study of the QWERTY
arrangement of typewriter keys by David (1985) 24 , Britton (2004) suggests that initial decisions
and events, “through inertia, can lock-in an industry or technology on a particular path of
subsequent development—whether or not that choice and path are in any sense the most
desirable from an aggregate standpoint” (p. 2).
Arthur (1990) sees the inertial tendencies of path dependence as cumulative processes of
self-justifying behavior, where organizational decision making becomes redundant by selfevidence. 25 In an institutional sense—as in the development of a discipline, for example—the
initial conditions are continually fostered by inertial decision-making and routinized practices,
such that path dependence ensures that these initial conditions (or commonplaces) are upheld and
perpetuated. Robinson and Meier (2006) argue that “bureaucracies are often thought to be
inertial institutions; they are thought to adopt standardized operating procedures so that similar
cases are processed in similar ways” (p. 241). Robinson and Meier suggest that, in this way,
“decisions made early in an organization's history can greatly restrict an organization's options at
a later time” (2006, p. 242). They see this restriction of later options as being manifest in two
ways: first, past decisions can directly limit the very “scope of [later] alternatives available to an
organization” (p. 242, emphasis added). And secondly, initial conditions can have an indirect
effect on later alternatives by “changing the relationship between an organization's environment”
24

David’s (1985) study is widely cited in literature concerning path dependence. Conley (2009) explains David’s
(1985) study: “the standard [QWERTY] keyboard was arranged in order to slow down typists when typewriters
suffered from a tendency to jam. Since we invested our collective human capital in learning to type this way, it was
hard to change even when the jamming issue became moot and better, faster keyboards had been designed” (p. 115).
Most discussions of David’s study indicate how seemingly minor or even chance decisions can significantly impact
initial conditions, and thus inculcate path dependence.
25

As we’ve seen, these are characteristics that have similarly accompanied the commonplacing of research
trajectories in Rhetoric and Composition.
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and its contemporary options (p. 242). Drawing on Pierson (2000), Robinson and Meier note that
“path dependence is common in processes where expectations adapt to experience” (2006, p.
245), and that “administrative agencies are particularly prone to the conditions that favor path
dependence” (p. 246). Finally, Robinson and Meier suggest that “once an organization starts on a
given path, future actions should be relatively predictable” (p. 254).
While Zittrain (2008) argues that certain information technology environments and
platforms can be recursively generative, he also contends that information appliances can stifle
generativity, in effect leading to path dependent interactions with limited devices that in turn
limit innovative interactions. I argued at the end of Chapter 3 that, as a field, we should enable
recursively generative platforms of study and instruction whenever and wherever possible. I
argue here that the historical disciplining of writing instruction (as composition) in the United
States, and thus our current iterations of First Year Composition and broader cultural
understanding of formal or academic writing, represents a far-reaching example of bureaucratic
and administrative path dependence, a trajectory that has resulted in the proliferation of
pedagogical and curricular platforms that in fact stifle complex writing activity in favor of
mechanical correctness and essayistic literacy. Our disciplinary history as an administrative and
bureaucratic entity within the university has helped ensure path dependence along a set of initial
conditions which were formulated by a competing disciplinary paradigm, before the widespread
development of our own disciplinary knowledge. Such path dependence, therefore, has continued
to limit and reframe our contemporary disciplinary theory, often reducing potential contributions
by a pedagogical imperative and campus-wide service obligation. From a disciplinary
perspective, the yoking of rhetoric to “composition” both represents and maintains path
dependence upon a set of conditions few (if any) of us would now deem appropriate or desirable,
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especially for rhetorical theory. And as a term, “composition” has been commonplaced by this
institutional path dependence, at the expense of complex notions of writing.
The Path Dependence of Composition
The folly of a discipline being built from the initial conditions of a mandatory service
course, structured as it was in an ethos of “punitive lack” (Foster, 2007, p. 182), is by now wellestablished. Cushman argues that
Composition has an institutional history that has in part created [a] labor crisis [. .
.] and has in part created a caste system [. . .] between community colleges and
universities. We have excellent histories that discuss the formation of composition
as a first-year requirement and the labor and professional identity problems
resulting from this formation [. . .]. (2003, p. 121)
Cushman goes on to suggest that “the difference between composition and writing is that writing
courses have a vertical curriculum attached to them” (p. 121), and this is an issue I explore in
more detail in chapters 5 and 6. In this section however, I discuss how composition has been
“relegated to the remedial, the first-year, the disenfranchised, underemployed, and the
exploitive” (Cushman, 2003, p. 121) at the expense of broader and more complex notions of
writing specifically enriched by rhetorical theory. Much seminal scholarship in our field
articulates the effects of disciplinary path dependence, a proposition I explore here in
conjunction with the commonplacing of composition as a master term which has limited
theoretical and curricular approaches to writing.
In 1977, Emig published “Writing as a Mode of Learning,” an article that sought
connections between writing activity and complex learning functions. I begin my review of
disciplinary scholarship with this article precisely because of what it does not do; aside from the
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title of the journal in which it was published (College Composition and Communication), Emig's
article never mentions “composition” or “composing.” For Emig, complex learning activities and
brain functions are activated through writing, and not necessarily composition. It is likely that,
given the venue of publication, Emig understood her conception of writing to include
composition in the first year course. Yet Emig's reluctance to invoke composition as a master
term—or even to conflate writing with composition—is telling on two levels: first, it is
indicative of her disciplinary situatedness, coming from Education as opposed to English or
Rhetoric and Composition. And secondly, my understanding of Emig's article is that her notion
of writing is far more inclusive than simply the formal or academic variety instantiated through
the term composition. She argues that “writing involves the fullest possible functioning of the
brain, which entails the active participation of both the left and the right hemispheres. Writing is
markedly bispheral” (1977, p. 125). Emig doesn't limit writing to a particular domain, and
consequently provides an open framework for understanding writing activity in a variety of
forms.
Lauer (1982, 1984) similarly explores writing as enacting complex languaging and
learning processes, seeing writing as inherently epistemic. For Lauer, inquiry-based approaches
to writing are inculcated in recursive practices, in the fullest sense of recursion discussed in
Chapter 3. She suggests that “a culture which extols certainty rewards instead the mastery of
verifiable information marshaled in support of existing judgments” (1982, p. 92), a sentiment
that, as we'll see, has dogged the development of composition studies from the first iterations of
the university-wide service course. Composition has too often privileged certainty and
mechanical correctness in essayistic literacy over writing as a form of inquiry. Lauer argues that
even though “most composition scholars consider their theories and conclusions to be fallible,
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when their work gets translated by others into pedagogy, it sometimes gets prematurely
promulgated as truth” (1984, p. 24). Here Lauer indicates one of the key historical determinants
of path dependence in composition, what Kopelson (2008) calls the “pedagogical imperative” (p.
750), a continual translation of theory into the reduced and limiting framework of (first-year)
composition pedagogy. 26 Finally, Lauer's (1984) borrowing of the concept of “epistemic courts”
from Toulmin provides a framework for the reinforcement of path dependence, where a
“community of experts [. . .] reach consensus in accord with their interpretations of the
discipline's basic tasks” (p. 22).
Connors' work (1984, 1985) explicitly interrogates the epistemic courts of composition
studies by tracing the history of the field's journals and textbooks. He argues that the discipline
“was formed and largely exists through the professional journals in which our work appears”
(1984, p. 348). While this is undoubtedly true with respect to the development of official
disciplinary status, the initial conditions of composition studies were formed decades earlier,
during what Connors (1985) calls a “period of American linguistic insecurity” (p. 62), the
hallmark of which was reflected in the 1874 Harvard University entrance exam writing
requirement. The “shocking” results from that exam were supposedly indicative of larger
problems in the state of student writing, and resulted in the establishment of freshman
composition as an institutional manifestation of “punitive lack” (Foster, 2007, p. 182). “After
1885 or so,” Connors notes, “the goal of the freshman writing course came to be the teaching of
the avoidance of error rather than the teaching of genuine communicative competence” (1985, p.
65). Connors' review of journals in the field, though published the year previous (in 1984),
26

The notion of a pedagogical imperative is an issue I explore in much more detail in the following chapter, in
relation to the cultivation of new approaches that assume (and aggressively agitate for) vertical curriculum
development in Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
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should be seen by current scholars within this framework of “composition as the avoidance of
error,” as the inertia of path dependence resulted in the publishing of many articles which
perpetuated this disciplinary ethos.
Connors (1984) notes that the field's journals have created our disciplinary “world” (p.
350), and I argue that the “world” of composition studies is (and continues to be) contingent
upon our initial conditions of punitive lack. While he suggests that journals have a “filtering” (p.
351) effect, it is also true that they carry the authority of disciplining, deciding which
knowledges and practices will be valued. Connors argues that “throughout most of its history as
a college subject, English composition has meant one thing to most people: the single-minded
enforcement of standards of mechanical and grammatical correctness in writing” (1985, p. 61).
Connors is concerned with the “forces” which turned “rhetoric” into “composition,” with the
transformation of “wide-ranging techniques of persuasion and analysis into a narrow concern for
convention on the most basic levels” (1985, p. 61).
Yet perhaps even more influential than the epistemic courts of the field's journals were
the epistemic courts of the textbook industry; Connors suggests that “once the grammar-based
college pedagogy became enshrined in textbooks there was no escaping it” (1985, p. 66). Here
we can see the conflation of path dependence and the commonplacing of textuality, for
“enshrined” pedagogies of mechanical correctness reinforced the initial conditions of punitive
lack in the artifact most credible to English Studies, the text. Connors argues that this
combination of events led to a focus on pedagogy, where the teacher becomes “spotter and
corrector of formal errors” and the theory and practice of rhetoric becomes an afterthought
(1985, p. 67). Soon, textbooks came to shape both curriculum and pedagogy, reinforcing the
disciplinary dependence on teaching as the only act of value in the context of current traditional
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composition instruction (1985, p. 68). “Bereft of a theoretical discipline and a professional
tradition” (1985, p. 69), Connors argues, teachers became reliant upon textbooks as curriculum,
and pedagogy became the primary (only?) source of viable professional development.
Phelps' (1986) “The Domain of Composition” attempts to chart the “intellectual territory
that composition claims for its own” (p. 182). In conjunction with the burgeoning social turn in
composition studies, Phelps, like Emig and Lauer before her, expands our disciplinary
conceptions of writing; yet like Lauer and Connors, she does so from within the path dependent
context of composition, a move that we see repeated again and again within the field's
scholarship, and a move which is “predictable” (Robinson and Meier, p. 254) within models of
institutional path dependence. 27 Phelps also conflates writing and composition (as does Lauer), a
consequence of placing complex approaches to writing under a notion of composition as a
disciplinary master term. Congruent with Connors' (1985) discussion of the privileging of
pedagogy, Phelps claims a disciplinary distinction for composition by lauding the fact that “the
teaching act itself [is] a primary topic of scholarly inquiries” (1986, p. 187).
Faigley (1989) argues that “researchers of written language do not share common goals
and methodologies, nor use the same terms, nor recognize common research issues, nor even
agree about the nature of language” (p. 241). This lack of agreement, I argue, has to do with the
commonplacing of composition within English Studies through the creation and perpetuation of
the mandatory service course, a disciplinary development not experienced by writing researchers
in other fields such as linguistics or communication. Moreover, the impoverishment of rhetoric
noted by Connors (1985) resulted in an approach to written communication in composition as
27
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“bereft” of theory. Faigley (1989) also blames the process movement, which “swept away”
language study in the interests of process pedagogies (p. 241). Faigley notes that “in much of the
pedagogy and research on writing as process, language is still considered unproblematic” (1989,
p. 244). Such dichotomies between theory and pedagogical practice tenaciously persist within the
rubric of composition studies, as noted most recently by Kopelson (2008).
Goggin (1997) corroborates the work of Connors, suggesting that rhetoric in first-year
composition “became stripped of its philosophical and theoretical agendas” (p. 322), yet given
the nature of path dependence, I argue that any perceived philosophical and theoretical agendas
were never fully realized within composition to begin with. Rhetoric, on the other hand, was
further displaced from English Studies through the disciplining of composition. Goggin notes
that rhetoric was diminished by “the discursive practices of those who had little interest in it”
(1997, p. 322). Drawing on Toulmin, Goggin argues that “disciplines are not logical, abstract
constructs but dynamic, social enterprises formed and sustained through discursive practices.
Disciplines are, in other words, composed by and, in turn, compose scholars” (p. 323).
Unfortunately, echoing Lauer, Connors, and Phelps, Goggin frames her entire article within
composition studies and broad notions of “composing,” and like many other scholars discussing
the diminution of rhetoric in the discipline's seminal scholarship, Goggin does not explore the
diminution of writing at the expense of composition, choosing instead to see the two terms as
synonymous.
In an attempt to extend Connors (1984), Goggin's review of the discipline's journals
posits the “formation of [the] discipline [. . .] as occurring in three phases: establishing,
amplifying, and consolidating disciplinary practices” (p. 324). Yet Connors (1985) and Berlin
(1987) have both shown that the disciplining of composition—the initial conditions of
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composition's path as an institutional entity—began decades before the proliferation of the major
journals in the field. Still, Goggin recognizes that in the administrative and disciplinary morass
of first-year composition, “we are fettered to an enterprise not of our own making,” one which is
structured “by other departments, other disciplines, and by other administrative units within
colleges and universities” (1997, p. 339). “First-year composition courses,” she argues, “do not
serve as an introduction to our disciplinary ways of thinking, speaking and writing. Thus, they
bear little connection with the discipline” (p. 338). Yet in Goggin's framework, disciplinary
knowledge is still conceived within composition studies—deploying composition as a
disciplinary master term—even as she realizes that “composition” as it has been historically
formulated is an inadequate construct for encapsulating complex theories of rhetoric and writing.
There are many other seminal articles which similarly equate writing with composition,
and which try to reimagine complex approaches to rhetoric and writing from within the
overarching disciplinary agenda of composition studies. This is a mistake that is congruent and
predictable given the path dependence and commonplacing of composition. For example, Porter
(1993) attempts to “maintain the broadest notion of rhetoric possible” within the framework of
“composing practice” (p. 213), an argument which will always limit rhetorical possibilities by
conflation with composition studies. Porter's (1993) view of writing is potentially expansive (see
for example, p. 221), yet paradoxically limited by the path dependence associated with
“composing.” Similarly, Ann Ruggles Gere (1994) examines complex, real-world writing
activity as formulated within an artificial construct of composition's “extracurriculum” (p. 75), a
move which retrofits the highly disciplined ethos of the first-year composition course upon
writing activity that was never associated with such a framework. Even as she lauds the “writing
development [that] occurs outside formal education” (1994, p. 76), Gere cannot help but
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simultaneously constrain that development through her association of writing with the
disciplinary master term of composition. More recently, Gresham and Yancey (2004) attempt to
articulate complex new approaches to writing which are always already situated as “new forms
of composition” (p. 9).
Foster (2007) argues that “given our disciplinary identity is so thoroughly enmeshed with
first-year composition, it is not surprising that the course continues to be the focus of so much
energy and attention” (p. 182); given the nature of path dependence, this energy and attention are
simply borne from the complex of initial conditions which framed our approach to writing
instruction from the very beginning. Drawing on Trimbur, Foster (2007) suggests that “we ought
to question 'whether such an attachment to a single course has been a good thing or whether it
has brought its own peculiar pathologies'” (p. 182). Extending the ideas of Connors, Goggin, and
others, Foster articulates a “set of relations, comprised of three industries—publicly and
institutionally sponsored composition, the testing industry, and the textbook industry—[which]
have created a tension with disciplinary knowledge” (2007, p. 184). Foster claims that one way
toward extricating ourselves from the morass of a commonplaced and path dependent
composition is to revisit the politics of naming, drawing a distinction between composition as a
highly disciplined and limited institutional construct and writing, a more inclusive term
indicative of our object of study. She argues that embracing a combined framework of Rhetoric
and Writing Studies can support a disciplinary identity which values “professionalism,
disciplinarity, departmental independence” (p. 191), and the vertical curricula championed by
Cushman (2003).
In a recent keynote presentation at the Conference of Writing Program Administrators,
Andrea Lunsford (2008) laments the widespread programmatic dichotomy that has emerged
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between composition and rhetoric, noting that few newly created programs and independent
departments “focus intently on rhetorical history and theory” (p. 5). She argues that our field's
journals and major conference (the Conference on College Composition and Communication)
“have shifted attention more and more toward composition, and toward a composition as
divorced from a grounding in rhetorical principles and understandings” (2008, p. 6). “It seems as
if the divorces attendant at the birth of our field,” she notes, “now are attendant at the
institutionalization of the field, as composition/writing often tends to divorce itself from rhetoric,
or vice versa” (2008, p. 6). This sentiment is certainly borne out in this brief review of path
dependence in composition—in fact, it is inherently predictable given the nature of our initial
conditions. So Lunsford asks, “what is the object of university writing and rhetoric teaching,
given today's students' changing literacies and media?” (p. 7).
In attempting to answer this question, Lunsford recounts her institution's experience of
inviting three prominent speakers to discuss the future of rhetoric and writing study, an exercise
worth exploring in some detail here, particularly in relation to the third speaker, John Guillory of
NYU. Lunsford notes that
as writing grew increasingly dominant in Western culture, Guillory argues, comp
“misunderstood” the nature of writing as the crucial medium of communication in
modernity and fixed on teaching first-year students the “essay,” a somewhat
unnatural form Guillory sees as excluding what he calls “informational writing”—
that is the writing of the scribal, managerial class that came to dominance. (2008,
p. 9)
But again, this was always bound to be the case, as composition was framed by initial conditions
of punitive lack, developed within the disciplinary framework of English Studies which
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privileged essayistic literacy, belles lettres, and mechanical correctness, a paradigm which
simultaneously devalued the quotidian writing of everyday publics and, especially, professions.
Lunsford goes on to argue that
traditional first- and second-year writing programs (and our major focus on them)
hold back the field from the art of writing that would allow us to blossom into the
kind of full disciplinarity that would allow our object of study—writing—to be
recognized as one of the most intriguing, complex, and demanding of all human
practices, one that draws on a dizzying range of cognitive, emotional, and physical
activities. (2008, p. 9)
Lunsford asks again, if writing is our object of study, “how will we define it?” and how “can we
build a theory adequate to account for the practices we see all around us?” (p. 10). The answer
begins in refiguring commonplaces and redirecting research and curricula, in particular, by
following Foster's argument for leaving composition behind as a disciplinary master term and
embracing writing enriched by postmodern notions of rhetorical complexity, notions, I might
add, which are distanced from the hermeneutic paradigms of English Studies.
Crowley (2003) trenchantly argues that “composition, as it has been practiced in the
required first-year course for more than 100 years, has nothing whatever to do with rhetoric” (p.
1). The “history of close ties between rhetoric and composition,” she contends, “ended in the late
nineteenth century,” with the establishment of the mandatory service course (p. 1). Crowley
notes that yoking rhetoric to composition as political move for lending credibility to composition
studies simply puts rhetoric—or as I have argued above, complex notions of writing—“at the
service of composition, hence inverting the historical relationship between the two” (p. 1).
Crowley argues that “any practice entitled to be called 'rhetoric' must intervene in some way in
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social and civic discursive networks” (p. 2); this is an issue I take up later in this chapter, arguing
that our commonplaced disciplinary paradigm of composition has been a woefully inadequate
platform for social and civic discourse and for recursive epistemologies and innovation.
Ultimately, Crowley claims that “the situation of the first-year composition course, inside
a universal requirement, staffed by scandalously low-paid and contingently-hired faculty [. . .]
renders intellectual sophistication a luxury” (p. 3). This situation can be directly attributed to the
vagaries of path dependence, where “the prevailing regime of truth carefully monitors teachers to
insure their intellectual conformity” (p. 3) to the persistence of initial conditions. In the following
section, I revisit rhetorical theory as a means for expanding and exploring complex notions of
twenty-first century writing and knowledge work, moving ultimately towards a rearticulation of
writing beyond the limiting framework of composition, a view of writing as public, social, and
always already mediated in twenty-first century technologies.
Techne, Usability, and Design: Writing as Complex Rhetorical Knowledge Work
In this section, I explore rhetorical issues of technology for Rhetoric and Writing Studies
by specifically discussing technology's role in broadening and enriching writing activity within
the context of postmodern rhetoric. These are issues that broadly impact our field and the way
we will do research, build curricula, and teach our students in the post-composition era. I argue
that in order to approximate the realities of contemporary rhetorical knowledge work we must
see rhetorical issues of techne (craft or art), usability, and design of communication as
articulated, both historically and moving forward in our research practices and methods. In this
sense, I follow the recent work of Jeff Grabill (2008), who suggests that we need to better
assemble the various and complex groups and issues that matter in doing rhetoric, and Cynthia
Selfe (1999), who, following Hall (1980) and Johnson-Eilola (1997) argues that technology
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issues are deeply embedded and constituted in the articulation of systemic and naturalized belief
systems.
As a consequence, the issues of techne, users/usability, and design of communication
must be seen as always already articulated, an intricate and mutually constitutive mix that
Johnson (1998) evokes in his “rhetorical complex of technology” (p. 39). In discussing these
issues, I draw on the relevant theorists who have contributed seminal research to the field, and I
evaluate their arguments in terms of their contribution to our growing understanding of
technology issues in Rhetoric and Writing Studies. More specifically, I apply a framework of
heuristic and hermeneutic criteria to the scholarship I evaluate in this section, privileging
approaches that exploit our disciplinary understandings of productive techniques like techne and
metis (cunning intelligence or skill) in explorations of technological environments, and
problematizing those that remain tied to hermeneutic paradigms rooted in book culture,
textuality, and composition. Ultimately, I contend that our disciplinary approaches to research,
curriculum development, and pedagogy must evolve in response to technological change, and
that a postmodern consideration of productive practices, heuristic thinking, and the ancient
concepts of techne and metis can prove to be much more agile in this effort than hermeneutic
methodologies.
Atwill and Lauer’s (1995) work serves as an apt foundation for exploring techne,
usability, and design, as they construct space for methods of practice and production in rhetorical
knowledge work. They note that “productive knowledge was concerned with the contingent,
what could be otherwise, the logical and ethical validity of which was always indeterminate”
(1995, p. 25). Atwill and Lauer reevaluate the thinking behind rhetoric as a productive art, and
they argue for a more complex understanding of rhetorical production than had been previously

116

theorized. Troubling three interpretations of Aristotle, they argue for the “epistemological and
ethical indeterminacy” of productive knowledge, of its interdependence with chronos, kairos,
and place (p. 34). Atwill and Lauer contend that techne is “especially concerned with ‘contriving
and considering how something may come into being which is capable of either being or not
being’” (p. 28). More importantly, they argue that
Aristotle’s identification of rhetoric as a productive art suggests his own
awareness that rhetoric possesses the capacity not only to distribute social power
but to expose its arbitrary nature—to put the terms of cultural authority into
question, where they can be challenged by competing social, epistemological, and
political standards. [. . . .] Radically democratic techne is the knowledge of those
social practices that characterize the acts of insiders. Fated neither only to
reproduce relations of power, nor only to reveal points of indeterminacy in those
relations, techne enables cultural critique and becomes the means by which new
social possibilities are invented. (p. 37-38)
In this sense, refiguring techne within complex approaches to writing can act as a means for
disrupting path dependence and commonplacing. Atwill and Lauer also discuss techne in
conjunction with metis, the “cunning intelligence” that often resides only in situated/local use
and production. They contend that “metis was the intelligence of those who questioned or
transgressed rather than secured social boundaries” (p. 37).
The implications of Atwill and Lauer’s rearticulation of techne for usability and design of
communication are clear: local knowledge trumps top-down knowledge, and the productive arts
can and do constitute meaningful epistemic activities. Atwill and Lauer’s refigured techne is
made manifest in heuristic thinking, what Berlin and Inkster (1980) describe as “a systematic
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way of moving toward satisfactory control of an ambiguous or problematic situation, but not to a
single correct solution” (p. 3). Disciplinary approaches to technology that consider heuristic
thinking and the advantages of productive knowledge will be much better positioned than
hermeneutic methodologies rooted in the framework of composition to accommodate issues of
usability and design of communication in new media configurations.
In Race, Rhetoric, and Technology, Banks (2006) illustrates how access is an incredibly
complicated issue, one that is especially prevalent in the technological literacies of the
economically disadvantaged and ethnic minorities in the United States. Issues of access are also,
to a large extent, issues of users and usability. For example, Banks notes that African Americans
have been “systematically denied the tools, the literacies, the experiences” that shape
technological design and use (2006, p. xxi). He argues that “technology access is the ethical issue
that should ground African American rhetoric” (2006, p. 9). One of the stronger components of
his argument rests with his ability to trouble the issue of access; he doesn’t simply decry its
existence and effects—he offers a method of approaching meaningful, “transformative” access.
However, in grounding access as the technological and ethical issue that should concern
African Americans, Banks largely ignores methods of usability and user-centered design that can
help individuals create productive knowledge from new technologies, should they ever gain the
meaningful access they seek. By training his argument primarily on issues of access to
technology, Banks’ treatment of usability is diminished, and the eventual paradigm from which
he argues for an “African American rhetoric of design” (p. 105) is decidedly hermeneutic. The
rhetoric of design that he articulates grows out of a series of essentially textual analyses: from a
survey of seminal works in Critical Legal Studies and Critical Race Theory to a “reading” of
slave quilts, African-American Architecture, and Hip-Hop, Banks falls back upon what the field
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knows best, textual interpretation and extrapolation. The obvious flaw in this approach is the
glaring reality that HTML and CSS coding are not textual enterprises—at least not in the
traditional sense (though they surely constitute writing activity); he applies old methodologies of
research and interpretation to new media, and in the process, presents an impoverished treatment
of heuristic thinking, user-produced knowledge, and technological design. He thus unwittingly
undermines his argument for greater participation of African Americans in technology, whereas
sophisticated notions of techne and metis would better provide the ethical courses of action he
seeks to accomplish.
To a certain extent, Johnson (1998) sidesteps issues of access in his discussion of
technological literacy, simply assuming current and continued use. While this is problematic,
Johnson’s theoretical perspective is essential to discussions of usability, design of
communication, and techne for the field, and his methods provide a compelling contrast with
those of Banks. Johnson positions users of technology as literate almost by virtue of their use,
even if such literacies and critical understandings are tacit. In doing so, Johnson “works toward
the empowerment of users” (p. xv), helping the audiences of technology localize and change the
very technologies they operate. Echoing Atwill and Lauer (1995), Johnson argues that “we learn
of know-how and use through practice, so that practice defines the theory of our actions” (p. 6).
Users then, tacitly literate in the technologies they operate, actually create (and thus critically
engage) knowledge about and for those very same technologies, illustrating both techne and
metis in action.
Johnson’s theorization of the related issue of design is even more trenchant, and I would
argue that an essential component of usability rests with one’s understanding and manipulation
of technology design. In this way, Johnson positions users and their localized, practical
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knowledge at the center of effective technology design, invoking Aristotle’s contention that the
homeowner/user is often better positioned to evaluate design than the architect or builder (p. 11).
In his chapter on technological determinism, Johnson expands on what I argue is the key issue
linking design, techne, and users/usability: rhetorical agency. In a user-centered design, Johnson
argues that agency is “openly shared” (p. 163), an ethos which is fundamentally lacking in
historical figurations of essayistic literacies in composition.
“The core of the user-centered view,” Johnson (1998) notes, “is the localized situation
within which the user resides” (p. 129). This idea is notably congruent with the recent work of
Huatong Sun (2006), who likewise highlights rhetorical agency in the localization strategies of
text-messaging end-users. Sun’s (2006) work also acts as an illustration of Atwill and Lauer’s
rearticulation of techne, of the organic effectiveness of what Johnson calls “a user way of
knowing” (1998, p. 46). Assuming the tacit technological literacy of users intimated in the work
of Johnson, Sun notes that “users are designers who are actively redesigning, or—more
accurately—localizing, an available technology to fit into their local contexts” (2006, p. 458).
End-users need not have an explicit understanding of usability theory or techne, but sophisticated
(though not necessarily “expert”) users of technology develop “localization strategies derived
from their local culture” (Sun, 2006, p. 474), highlighting the methods of heuristic thinking and
productive knowledge that occur within contexts of use and design that foster rhetorical agency.
Such heuristic thinking and production is simultaneously privileged in professional and everyday
writing, yet it is often devalued by composition studies due to a focus on essayistic literacy.
Echoing Johnson, Sun (2006) suggests that “localization does not belong only to
designers but also to users” (p. 477). Ideally, users would work with designers of
communication technologies, sharing their own local and situated redesign practices in the

120

shaping of new iterations of technological artifacts, echoing the recursively generative platforms
of Zittrain (2008). Sun’s (2006) research on user localization strategies points to the primacy of
production and heuristic reasoning in technology use; she notes that users “know what works in
their own contexts, and they know how to make use of a technology” if it fits their situatedness
(p. 459). Johnson (1998) sees such production issues in the context of end-user practice, the
“actions of know-how and use” (p. 6). He suggests that the question of production and practice
is fundamentally ontological: “who creates knowledge?” (1998, p. 45). Johnson (1998) grounds
the issue of rhetorical agency and production in techne, arguing that
technologies must be described or explained through a lens of contingency,
probability, and/or mutability that accounts for shifting contexts and situations.
Productive knowledge, particularly in terms of techne and rhetoric, provides such
allowances. (p. 24)
In this way, Johnson sees “knowledge as production” (1998, p. 57), and argues for the primacy
of techne, metis, and practice as fundamental to the epistemic nature of rhetoric and writing in
twenty-first century technological contexts.
Reinforcing the vision of techne and metis outlined by Atwill and Lauer (1995), Johnson
(1998) suggests that “we need flexibility in our methods to meet the demands of changing
technology and fluctuating contexts” (p. 80), a flexibility often missing from standard
composition instruction.
Building upon Johnson’s call for flexibility, I contend that our disciplinary practices,
methods, and methodologies must be agile in the midst of technological change, now that we are
surely “paying attention” as a field (Selfe, 1999). Unfortunately, though we’re paying attention
to technology issues writ large (like access and technological literacy, for example), as a
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discipline we continue to apply old paradigms of interpretation, criticism, and mechanical
correctness to an entirely different paradigm, one which is heuristically and rhetorically
expansive.
Rhetorical agency, production, and distribution are in many ways different in light of new
technologies, and our methods of inquiry, our research methodologies, and our daily practices
must likewise become different in order for our field to effect meaningful theoretical, curricular,
and pedagogical change. As Atwill and Lauer (1995), Johnson (1998), and Sun (2006) make
clear, we are well positioned as a field to confront issues of design and users/usability by
drawing upon our own rich disciplinary understanding of postmodern rhetorics in the form of
techne and heuristic reasoning. By confronting these (and other) issues from the perspective of a
post-composition sensibility, we can explore the rich terrain of our object of study—a
rhetorically infused notion of complex writing activity—by moving beyond the commonplaces
and path dependence that continues to be rooted in the (book-based) technologies we’ve passed
by.
Writing in Parallel: Rhetorical Infrastructures of New Media Writing
In the final major section of this chapter, I explore in more detail the everyday mobile,
social, and networked writing that currently permeates the lives of students and knowledge
workers, specifically exploring the infrastructures of new media writing activity that are
summarily ignored by the paradigm of composition. In the process, I discuss some of the ways
that the complexity of twenty-first century writing can redirect the field's research and curricula,
disrupting path dependence and the commonplacing of composition by returning to the study of
rhetoric in writing activity.
Lenhart et al (2008) note that our students bring rich practices of everyday writing to our
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classrooms—writing activity that is ubiquitous, mobile, distributed, and overwhelmingly
social—practices which are not currently valued on a large scale by composition. This complex
writing is also largely public writing, an ethos sometimes championed by composition in the
form of service learning, but rarely instantiated in practice. The twenty-first century writing
activities of our students and of professional knowledge workers are overwhelmingly digital, yet
composition instruction remains tethered to the 8 ½ by 11 inch page. These new writing practices
involve the complex rhetorical action of techne, metis, and design in ways that traditional
composition simply ignores. And while much contemporary writing is collaborative and
networked, serving as a recursively generative platform for distributed innovation, many
composition instructors are still trying to determine whether or not to use a course management
system to collect and grade essays. Composition, quite simply, isn’t congruent with
contemporary writing and rhetoric
Is the notion of an essayistic literacy and a command of the conventions of academic
discourse something that should still be taught in Rhetoric and Writing Studies? Certainly, as it
constitutes a common norm of communication with which our students will need to demonstrate
facility to navigate both college and eventual professional expectations. That being said, it is
certainly not the only form of writing with which our students should be concerned, nor is it
necessarily the form which should be most privileged. The commonplacing and path dependence
of composition has tended towards essayistic literacy as the only relevant means of written
communication, often ignoring the myriad ways that people in a wide variety of disciplines and
professional domains communicate through writing. As we move headlong into the second
decade of the twenty-first century, traditional norms of effective communication will persist
alongside other complex forms of new media writing, such as metadata tagging, microformats,
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and RDFa—the rhetorical infrastructures which will enable the findability, collaboration, and
delivery of writing work in the coming years. These developments signal both the end of
composition as a viable and relevant enterprise, and the beginning of a serious need to rethink
writing curricula and instruction.
Johnson-Eilola (2005) notes that “current theories of understanding computer use suggest
movement toward either virtual realities or ubiquitous computing contexts” (p. 35). He argues
that “we seem headed toward an environment in which the distinction between the two is
meaningless: Work and learning both happen in and across information contexts, online, and
face to face” (p. 35). Professional and technical writing work is becoming increasingly
distributed and collaborative, through networked technologies enabled by the proliferation of
mobile devices and widespread wireless connectivity. “Communication and work are no longer
simple,” Johnson-Eilola explains, and our students and professional knowledge workers alike
“require complexity, both in content and structure” (2005, p. 108). The question for writing
researchers and practitioners becomes how to work within and teach new media writing in the
context of that complexity, considering both the traditional content and the structures which
support that content online. One approach, I suggest, is to turn our focus to how twenty-first
century writing is very much constituted in parallel to the simultaneous enactment of traditional
literate activity through a series of complex rhetorical infrastructures that buttress that activity in
online environments.
The widespread availability of free and easy to use web development tools (from
WordPress to Tumblr, to Weebly, and a variety of wiki farms) has made writing and distributing
content online much easier than even two or three years previous. These tools create
opportunities to explore writing in digital environments within the field, and they come with the
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promise of low barriers for entry and successful usability. Web-based editing interfaces can
allow users to create visually impressive and sophisticated websites without need of the coding
literacies once required for such production. Working with these forms of digital knowledge
work in rhetoric and writing classrooms can enable explorations of techne, metis, usability, and
design noted in the previous section. In discussing Dreamweaver, a desktop-based webdevelopment application, Johnson-Eilola (2005) argues that a knowledge of under-the-hood
coding literacy is not as important as the ability “to learn new technical skills on the fly as
needed” (p. 48). While I am mostly in agreement with this sentiment, a general knowledge and
discussion of the coding that acts as infrastructure for online content is a necessary component of
new directions in writing research, for in many ways, the ability to effectively manipulate these
rhetorical infrastructures (by leveraging techne and metis) is as important as the creation of the
content itself.
One such rhetorical infrastructure supporting the findability and delivery of online
content is the standard and ubiquitous HTML “meta” tag 28 , which provides natural language (as
opposed to computing language) descriptors of the content on a given web page. Morville (2005)
points out that traditionally, librarians “have used the term metadata for ‘descriptive information
used to index, arrange, file and improve access to a library’s or museum’s resources’” (p. 125).
Morville (2005) also notes that “when we assign names to individuals, places, and possessions,
we are tagging those objects with metadata” (p. 123); in this sense, Morville hits upon a
particularly complex rhetorical issue: questions of naming, classification, and representation. He
argues that “descriptive metadata permits access and use. Put simply, we employ a word or
phrase to describe the subject of a document for the purposes of retrieval. We try to concisely
28

For more information on metadata (data about data) and tagging (user-defined labels and taxonomies) please see
the discussion of Morville (2005) in the final section of Chapter 2.
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encapsulate its aboutness now to support findability later” (2004, p. 123). Perhaps most
importantly, he notes that the use of metadata tags is a new technique for dealing with the
“ancient challenges of language, representation, and classification” (Morville, 2005, p. 126).
In terms of the infrastructures of new media writing and rhetorical knowledge work, we
can see how strategic metadata is tightly imbricated with the discursive particularity that can
accurately reflect one’s online identity and image. More importantly, because objects can and do
exist in multiple domains, across multiple platforms, and in multiple languages on the web,
discursive representation of one’s identity and content becomes paramount to rhetorical
effectiveness online. In order to provide more robust infrastructures of identity and search engine
optimization, Morville (2005) describes “structural and semantic metadata [. . .] controlled
vocabularies that manage the ambiguity of language” (p. 128) and capitalize on the relational and
associational characteristics of web findability. He argues that “by designing these structures,
we are not just enabling findability. Classification systems also facilitate understanding,
influence identity, and claim authority” (Morville, 2005, p. 129). Finally, Morville (2005)
cogently points out that “by advancing a particular worldview, all subject taxonomies are
inherently political” (p. 129), an assertion that will resonate with scholarship in professional
writing and rhetoric.
Ultimately, metadata tags are perhaps the key infrastructural component that links
individuals to each other and to content on the web. For example, in the case of an organization,
a group’s metadata must simultaneously describe and reflect an organizational identity (how the
organization views itself), in addition to organizational image (how the searching public views
the organization and its characteristics). Uncovering such infrastructures can help students of
rhetoric and writing to examine the rhetorical complexities of knowledge work, and can also help
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them negotiate the dynamics of organizational structure and individual agency. I want to turn
now to an example of writing in parallel, exploring the web presence and rhetorical
infrastructures of a for-profit organization. Below is a screenshot from the website of Keen
Footwear, a company that provides outdoor products:

Figure 4.1. Screenshot of http://www.keenfootwear.com on 5/8/2008 (Keen Footwear)
Keen’s organizational image and identity include structured content that reflects the “hybrid
life,” an organizational ethos formulated from the hybrid nature of their initial shoe products—a
design that allowed seamless movement from river or lake to trail. The following screenshot
represents the underlying code for the image above:
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Figure 4.2. Screenshot of http://www.keenfootwear.com source code on 5/8/2008 (Keen Footwear)
Of particular interest are the metadata tags that describe the keywords and content of the site:
<meta name=“keywords” content=“shoes,athletic,sandals,hybrid,hybridlife,
active,lifestyle,footwear,waterfront,trailhead,blvd,trail running,foundation,
giving,caring,sustainable,men,women,kids,children,sports,market st.,flip-flop,
water bootie,kayakers,gear,outdoor,beach wear,urban,style,clogs,river rafting,
hiking,walking,adventure racing,running shoes,charity />
Included here are tags like “hybrid, active, lifestyle, giving, caring, sustainable, charity, urban”
and others that support Keen’s organizational identity, but that might seem misplaced within the
context of a shoe company. As noted above, Morville (2005) points out that “classification
systems also facilitate understanding, influence identity, and claim authority” (p. 129).
Certainly, the interface of the original web page evokes these attributes, but the infrastructure of
metadata tagging reveals them even more explicitly, as Keen claims authority and shapes
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organizational identity by directing traffic to their website through the indexing of these unique
metadata tags, which can direct users who search for any of these terms to the Keen Website. As
I argued in Chapter 2, the rhetorical infrastructures of metadata (i.e., that which we do not see on
the surface) are formed through the writing activity which accompanies (and in fact supports) the
traditionally recognized forms of writing that appear as online content (i.e., that which appears as
the sum of rhetorical activity on a given web page).
There have been several important studies of similar forms of complex writing activity in
recent years. For example, Cummings (2006) argues for a “rhetoric of computer coding and
composition” that repurposes the rhetorical triangle as a coding triangle (p. 430). But like several
of the studies mentioned above, he unfortunately places coding literacies within the rubric of
composition. Stroupe (2007) argues that online writing spaces cannot be unproblematically
remediated by traditional genres of writing, and discusses many of the significant differences
between print-based literacies and new media. Diehl et al (2008) leverage and discuss the open
application programming interfaces (APIs) of mapping software to create a community-driven
mapping tool that can help citizens identify and represent important community assets. A
forthcoming article by Stolley (forthcoming) moves the discussion of rhetorical infrastructures
toward the semantic web, exploring the ways in which web-content can be structured for
machine readability. These developments place rhetorical importance not only on HTML coding,
but on microformats, “community-developed standards” which can “significantly advance how
readers may use web-available information” (Stolley, forthcoming, p. 1). The burgeoning
complexity of new media writing, a development which Johnson-Eilola (2005) argues should be
embraced, requires the continued and thoughtful attention of scholars in our field, accompanying
the traditional literacies which have always been central to our research and practice.
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Curricula and Complex Rhetorical Knowledge Work
In the following chapter, I discuss one final commonplace related to the path dependence
of composition, and at the same time, move toward an exploration of curricular approaches that
can help students explore the complexity of contemporary writing and knowledge work through
postmodern notions of rhetoric. I articulate a dispositional approach to the study of new media
writing and rhetoric, one which privileges the inquiry-based ethos of Lauer (1982) for our
rapidly shifting communication environments. Particular attention is given to rhetorical
infrastructures, and the ability for students trained in the disciplinary theory of rhetoric to
negotiate complex agency/structure dynamics and power relationships. Above all, I describe a
curricular approach that is decidedly post-composition, one which reclaims the value of our own
disciplinary theory in professional and technical communication, and above all, rhetoric.
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Chapter 5: Cultivating Rhetorical Dispositions
Rhetorical dispositions, a concept I explore in this chapter, embody a curricular approach
and philosophy that are fundamentally concerned with disrupting the path dependence of
composition that I discussed in Chapter 4 and the commonplaced trajectories of writing research
that I have described throughout this project. Yet even as we move toward a measured
consideration of some practical methods of redirecting writing research by creating
un/commonplaces, I consider one last—and profoundly influential—commonplace in these final
two chapters: the reverential focus on pedagogy in composition studies. These arguments—the
move toward more robust curricula grounded in a dispositional approach and the commonplacing
of pedagogy—are tightly imbricated, as the path dependent trajectory of composition has
simultaneously relied on and privileged a pedagogical imperative for instructors and researchers
in the field, thus constraining curricula (Kopelson, 2008).
These final two chapters seek to disrupt some of the commonplace trajectories of writing
research in academe by establishing an argument for changing the curricular expectations of
students, faculty, and administration. The curricular change I describe in this chapter is rooted in
a philosophy that fosters a dispositional approach to rhetoric and writing, one where theories and
practices of rhetoric (rather than commonplaced notions of composition) are foregrounded and
explored—one where more robust forms of cognitive recursion may be enabled. I begin by
briefly revisiting the notion of path dependence in concert with a commonplaced approach to
composing pedagogy, and move toward suggesting ways that scholars in the field can disrupt the
pedagogical imperative of composition by focusing instead on curricular change. I then describe
the concept of rhetorical dispositions as both a curricular and pedagogical practice, and recount
my experiences in helping to shape our institution's professional writing curriculum by
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foregrounding a dispositional philosophy grounded in rhetorical theory. Finally, I explore the
potential of rhetorical dispositions for fostering undergraduate research in Rhetoric and Writing
Studies, considering practices of strategic curriculum development in concert with the
proliferation of the undergraduate major in Rhetoric and Writing Studies discussed in Chapter 6.
Path Dependence, the Pedagogical Imperative, and Institutional Expectations
In Chapter 4, I discussed the notion of path dependence specifically in relation to the
commonplacing of composition within the field, a development that has ultimately limited our
scholarly imagination regarding conceptions of writing. As the sociologist Dalton Conley (2009)
explains, historical paths and trajectories of social norms are overwhelmingly “dependent upon
starting conditions” (p. 115). In an academic discipline where the starting conditions were
formed within general education requirements which placed a premium upon widespread
stylistic and grammatical effectiveness—conditions that have contributed to a largely untenured,
under-qualified, and overworked labor force—the historical path has been overwhelmingly
focused on successful teaching practices. The curricular path has also been shaped by a
dependence on these starting conditions, resulting in approaches that are horizontal and
ephemeral—on curricula that rarely extends beyond the limits of service courses at the
undergraduate level. Because composition has been historically commonplaced, and because the
discipline in turn has seen itself largely in terms of a finite course or two-course sequence, the
historical reliance upon valorized notions of pedagogy is understandable within the calculus of a
normalized path dependence.
I return again to Kopelson's recent College Composition and Communication article, as it
succinctly describes the field's historical emphasis on pedagogy as an effect and driver of path
dependence in composition. She notes that Ross Winterowd and others were evangelical “at the
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thought of developing an academic discipline devoted primarily to teaching—and to producing
scholarship about teaching—writing” (2008, p. 751). Kopelson (2008) argues that “since its
inception as a discipline, rhetoric and composition has in many quarters defined itself not only as
a teaching subject but often as a teaching subject over and against what Robert Conners has
characterized as the 'fatuity of an overly specialized theoretical literary studies'” (p. 751). The
resultant pedagogical imperative exerts pressure upon the field’s scholars to either research
pedagogy directly or to immediately translate theory into a pedagogical application.
Perhaps the most significant aspect of the field's historical focus on pedagogy is its
continuing impact, reflected in Kopelson's surveys of recent doctoral students in Rhetoric and
Writing Studies. She notes that the “graduate students we sampled do indeed experience the
pedagogical imperative, and that they experience it as limiting, not only to their own scholarly
goals but, more importantly, to the potential reach and impact of the field at large” (p. 753). The
dispositional approach that I describe in this chapter represents an attempt to reconsider the
potential reach and impact of the field—by rethinking the philosophy that drives our curricula
rather than our pedagogy alone, by foregrounding rhetoric rather than composition, and by
giving undergraduate students some of the theoretical tools to explore writing and rhetoric as a
discipline.
I believe that by changing curricular and philosophical expectations at the undergraduate
level, we can alter both the commonplaced notion of composition and the pedagogical imperative
of our current and future scholarship. This is as an explicitly institutional move, one which can
profoundly impact cross-disciplinary and administrative relationships. Kopelson (2008) notes
that “a significant percentage of our respondents (in both faculty and student pools) finds the
pedagogical imperative to be [. . .] a discipline defining and ethical obligation” (p. 757). She
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argues that
respondents are worried that the pedagogical imperative limits our intellectual and
scholarly options, our range of vision and knowledge production, and, most
significantly perhaps, our very conceptions of where literacy and writing occur, of
what literacy and writing are. (2008, p. 757)
Given the tremendous constraints placed upon scholarship in the field through the
commonplacing of pedagogy and composition, how might we effect change and disrupt our
dependence on these limiting theoretical and disciplinary conditions? To begin, we must
fundamentally rethink our philosophical and curricular approaches, valuing our discipline's
rhetorical theory work—knowledge which has too often been framed and dismissed by a limited
and limiting perspective which asks, “what does this have to do with pedagogy?” 29
“The Greatest Undergraduate Researchers in the World”
During the summer of 2007, while visiting family in the San Francisco Bay Area, I made
a brief visit to the University of California at Berkeley, a campus where I had spent more than a
little time as a teenager, attending Cal football games with my father. Passing through Sather
Gate, I noticed a striking blue and gold banner draped above the doors of Dwinelle Hall:
29

As I discuss in much more detail later in this chapter, curricula and pedagogy must be relationally configured to
one another, where effective pedagogies are developed from within curricular frameworks that support our
disciplinary theory work and research in writing and complex rhetorics. Rather than emphasizing our historical
focus on how we teach, this chapter posits rearticulations of what we teach, suggesting therefore that pedagogies be
developed and refined in relation to that curriculum, rather than the other way around.
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Figure 5.1. Photograph of Dwinelle Hall, University of California at Berkeley
“Through These Doors Pass the Greatest Undergraduate Researchers in the World.” The simple
yet profound expectation that this establishes for students at Berkeley struck me as terribly
important, especially given the fact that I had recently been discussing with colleagues the
viability of inquiry-based methods of undergraduate research in the Rhetoric and Writing Studies
program of my own institution. In fact, the banner effectively encapsulates a complex of kairotic
moments that converged during the summer of 2007, and that led to my interests in curriculum
design as a potentially powerful form of institutional and disciplinary critique. These moments
included the publication of Douglas Downs and Elizabeth Wardle’s (2007) tremendously
influential College Composition and Communication article, which sought to reenvision FirstYear Composition as an introduction to writing studies. The invigorating discussions the article
engendered amongst faculty and doctoral students in our program were productively combined
with our continued planning and development of an undergraduate major in Rhetoric and
Writing Studies and the immediate challenges of redesigning courses in professional and
135

techinical writing to better align with both the forthcoming RWS major and the realities of
communicating in the contemporary workplace. Using this complex of kairotic moments as a
touchstone, and drawing upon recent work in Undergraduate Research as a curricular movement
(Karukstis and Elgren, 2007), I argued to our faculty that programs and departments of Rhetoric,
Writing, Technical Communication, and related fields should focus first and foremost on
curricular change as a method of fostering meaningful undergraduate research, change which can
be inculcated at our institution by the development of rhetoric and writing courses that actually
study rhetoric and writing.
At the center of this curricular philosophy for our 30 redesign of the professional writing
course is the aforementioned concept of rhetorical dispositions, a method of heuristic thinking
and doing cobbled together from several sources, including the idea of learning dispositions that
originated in educational research, the “durable, transposable dispositions” of Bourdieu (1977, p.
72), and the “rhetorical aptitudes” of Faber (2002, p. 136). The primary practical impetus for
exploring rhetorical dispositions and undergraduate research was the planned redesign of both
professional and technical writing courses that serve a significant cross-section of undergraduate
students from a variety of majors, from sophomores to seniors. Properly realized, the concept of
rhetorical dispositions is simultaneously a curricular and pedagogical approach that promotes
metacognition, cognitive recursion, and complex rhetorical thinking, giving our undergraduate
students both a grounding in theories of rhetoric essential to effective communication in the
contempoarary workplace and the opportunity to become participant researchers in our field. In
the remainder of this chapter, I describe the importance of drawing upon our field’s own (post30

While the redesign of the Workplace Writing curriculum was largely my own project, I certainly didn’t create
such changes in a vacuum. In the remainder of this chapter, references to “we” or “our” indicate my reliance upon
the feedback and ideas of colleagues, in particular, Helen Foster, Director of the RWS Program.
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composition) disciplinary content, its relationship to the concept of rhetorical dispositions, and
the programmatic curricular change that grew out of such an approach, beginning in the fall of
2007. Most importantly, I describe the impact that such curricular change has upon our
undergraduate students as researchers and knowledge workers—how our workplace writing
course has disrupted path dependence and institutional expectations and has been transformed as
a site for fostering meaningful inquiry that can contribute to our disciplinary knowledge.
Disciplinary Content and the “Workplace Writing” Course
Prior to the redesign of our workplace writing course in 2007, the majority of the sections
offered at our institution contained very little disciplinary content, primarily because there was a
lack of uniformity in the course’s curriculum. Other than what might be available in a typical
professional writing textbook (such as Locker, 2006, for example) students would study little (if
any) primary, seminal works in rhetoric and writing theory. This approach is consistent with the
path dependence of composition, service courses, and the pedagogical imperative in the field.Yet
from the early work of Hart-Davidson (2001) to the more recent work of Downs and Wardle
(2007) and Miles, et al (2008), there has been an increasing emphasis on incorporating primary
disciplinary content in undergraduate rhetoric and writing courses, and using such content to
likewise germinate and promote new research, “work that makes an original, intellectual, or
creative contribution to the field” (Council on Undergraduate Research, 2008).
As we continued to develop the vertical curriculum that will comprise our forthcoming
undergraduate major in Rhetoric and Writing Studies, a curriculum that—like our current RWS
minor—includes both professional and technical writing courses, we felt that what should drive
meaningful undergraduate inquiry is a grounding in our own disciplinary theory, practice, and
research methods. Moreover, charged with the task of heading up the redesign of the
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undergraduate workplace writing curriculum, I argued to our program’s faculty that the
professional writing classroom represented a unique space in which to explore both seminal and
contemporary theories of complex writing, rhetoric, and organizational communication. Hence,
the first order of business was to revisit the politics of naming by changing the course title to
better reflect the complexity of the contemporary, sociotechnical, networked workplace: the pilot
course was known as “Workplace Writing and Organizational Communication,” a change that
underscores a greater breadth of research and reveals a key philosophical approach to
organizations as discursive formations, following the work of Foucault (1972) and Faber (2002).
Like many undergraduate courses, our redesigned Workplace Writing and Organizational
Communication course serves multiple stakeholders at our institution. And while there is a
growing contingent of Rhetoric and Writing Studies minors and students from fields such as CIS
and sociology, the majority of the students come from the College of Business Administration.
Yet instead of tempering the amount and complexity of disciplinary content for this audience, a
practice that might have been consistent with previous approaches, we viewed the students in
this course as especially suited to exploring theories of writing and rhetoric, mainly by following
the recent work of Clay Spinuzzi (2006, 2007). Drawing upon research in activity theory,
management, sociology, and technical communication, Spinuzzi (2006) describes organizations
as polycontextual and distributed, arguing that knowledge workers—those whose primary
workplace currency is “information that is continually interpreted and circulated across
organizational boundaries” (1)—must become, first and foremost, “strong rhetors” (3) in order
to succeed in the complex, technology-saturated workplaces of tomorrow. It follows, therefore,
that in order to become “strong rhetors,” our students needed a broader, more effective
grounding in rhetorical theory; likewise, they needed practice in document design (parallel
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writing invoking techne, usability, and metis) that responds to the agile realities of digital
communication. Because of the mixed audience for the course, we saw such disciplinary content
as doing “double-duty”; at a minimum, theory and practice in writing and rhetoric can help
business students become stronger rhetors as they move into the contemporary workplace; yet
perhaps more importantly, a grounding in disciplinary knowledge gives every student, regardless
of major, the opportunity to conduct meaningful research in the field.
The changes to our workplace writing curriculum were also driven by disciplinary
content that has impacted our program’s philosophical approach. For example, the seminal
scholarship of Porter et al (2000) in describing a methodology of institutional critique—a
methodology foregrounded throughout this project—is certainly germane to our efforts at
effecting programmatic curricular change. More recently, the work of Grabill (2003, 2008),
Simmons and Grabill (2007), and Blythe, Grabill, and Riley (2008) all provide trenchant
precedents for exploring the confluence of disciplinary knowledge, organizational structures, and
professional writing and rhetoric. These studies represent a kind of methodology that is
extremely useful for undergraduate inquiry, as they combine research in rhetoric and writing
with real-world organizational experiences and implications. Because many students at UTEP
are employed, and because many more business students seek and perform summer internships, a
grounding in seminal rhetorical theory and a view of workplaces as discursive formations
provides students with a rich, built-in terrain for performing their own research. At the core of
our curricular approach, the means by which we hope to foster such research, is the cultivation of
rhetorical dispositions, a proclivity to not simply read and practice theory, but to ask why things
are the way they are—followed by heuristic exploration of how they can be changed.
Cultivating Rhetorical Dispositions
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In an article published just over twenty years ago, Peter Drucker (1986) turned the focus
of management theory toward the concept of knowledge work, primarily in response to the
growing demands of the nascent information economy. An area of research where the
intersections of Rhetoric and Writing Studies and Business Administration are especially
prevalent is found in both empirical and theoretical explorations of knowledge work. JohnsonEilola (2005) began looking at such issues in our field through the research of Robert Reich
(1992), whose ideas supported the Clinton Administration’s push for the National Information
Infrastructure (NII) by a focus on “symbolic analytic work,” the type of information economy
skills that would be necessary in the 21st Century workforce (see also Selfe, 1999). Spinuzzi
(2006) argues that this form of knowledge work “tends to be organized in distributed,
heterogeneous networks rather than in modular hierarchies” (1).
Therefore, a key component of knowledge work is its distributed quality; both business
professionals and academics work with information sources that are varied across geographies,
cultures, and disciplinary/professional domains. Spinuzzi (2006) argues that “knowledge work
demands different sorts of texts, and it also demands different ways of thinking about how those
texts are produced, received, and managed” (3). Spinuzzi (2006) thus emphasizes rhetoric,
indicating that future professionals need to “understand how to make arguments, how to
persuade, how to build trust and stable alliances, how to negotiate and bargain across
boundaries” (3). Likewise, in describing the information-based organization, Drucker (1986)
argues that knowledge will be made and disseminated by “specialists who do different work and
direct themselves” (45). The question becomes, how do we foster self-direction in our students?
An answer, I’ll argue, is found in the form of rhetorical dispositions and a proclivity towards
inquiry-based research and writing activity, attributes that must be fostered through curricular
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and institutional change, and not by pedagogy alone.
The scenarios described by Drucker, Reich, Johnson-Eilola, and Spinuzzi, and the skills
they argue are necessary for dealing with the complexities of the distributed, information-based
economy have at least one thing in common: they all position the knowledge worker, sometimes
explicitly, sometimes tacitly, as a researcher. In order to direct oneself, in order to communicate
effectively across organizational boundaries, students will need not only to become strong
rhetors, to develop what Faber (2002) calls “rhetorical aptitudes” (136), but to develop
dispositions and inquiry paradigms (Emig, 1982) that demonstrate a proclivity towards research
and self-directed inquiry that continually recognizes and negotiates the role of rhetoric in
knowledge-making and interpretation. In short, they need to think and act rhetorically, from a
theoretical foundation that sees rhetoric as epistemic.
Tishman, Jay, and Perkins (1993) argue that “what sets good thinkers apart [. . .] is their
abiding tendencies to explore, to inquire, to seek clarity, to take intellectual risks, to think
critically and imaginatively” (148), tendencies that they term “thinking dispositions.” They offer
several interrelated thinking dispositions that should be cultivated in students, one of which
receives particular attention in the theory of rhetorical dispositions that drives our curricular
change: the ability to be metacognitive. They note that metacognition is characterized by the
“tendency to be aware of and monitor the flow of one’s own thinking; alertness to complex
thinking situations; [and] the ability to exercise control of mental processes and to be reflective”
(150). Ultimately, they suggest a model of pedagogical “enculturation” that “asks teachers to
create a culture of thinking in the classroom” (154). This is consistent with Bourdieu’s (1977)
concept of the habitus, the environmental and material conditions that potentially structure
student agency and inquiry in the classroom (and beyond). The challenge for curriculum
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development is inculcating such inclinations toward rhetorical inquiry. One of the ways that I
have proposed developing rhetorical dispositions amongst students is to simply vet such ideas in
the classroom, allowing students to explore the habitus (through Faber, 2002) by deploying the
disciplinary knowledge of Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
Our redesign of the workplace writing course then, grounded in disciplinary content and
the complexities of the information economy, seeks to create a culture of rhetorical thinking in
the classroom (and beyond). To think rhetorically, metacognitively, and with a rhetorical
disposition, students must understand, at even a basic level, theories of rhetoric as epistemic, of
the role of language in knowledge-making and ontology. Rhetorical thinking allows students to
view organizations and institutions as discursive formations, to explore the ways in which
discourse produces organizational image and identity, and thus represents that image and identity
in writing (especially on the web and in social networking applications). At the same time,
thinking rhetorically and cultivating a rhetorical disposition provides ample opportunity for
student-led inquiry. Equipped with a basic knowledge of disciplinary content and methods,
students can explore workplaces and other contexts of language-in-use as sites of research.
Following the recent work of Grabill (2008), who explores problems of assembly, infrastructure,
and indicators in studying public rhetorics, I offer the following definition of a rhetorical
disposition: a continual metacognitive approach to communicative practices that assembles
relevant stakeholders, displays an acute awareness of organizational infrastructures and
agency/structure dynamics, 31 and seeks real-time indicators of rhetorical effectiveness.
31

The exploration of agency/structure dynamics is a concept which is central to the redesigned curriculum discussed
below. Following Winsor (2006), this concept asks students to consider the relationship between individual agency
and organizational structure, not only within professional organizations, but within broader social contexts. Since
these relationships are dynamic and mediated through discourse, a dispositional approach grounded in rhetorical
theory can enable students to examine the complex infrastructures that support social and organizational contexts.
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Ultimately, a rhetorical disposition, as both a curricular and pedagogical philosophy, positions
students as knowledge workers, a dynamic that presupposes and fosters undergraduate inquiry.
Curricular Change
It should be clear by now that the changes to our workplace writing curriculum begin
with an expectation of the student as knowledge-worker/researcher, an approach that mirrors the
expectations placed upon the students at UC Berkeley. Given the range of students that enroll in
the course, we have found that the concept of knowledge work has been especially productive, as
it allows students to digest disciplinary content along a broad continuum of approaches and skillsets, from those who will use such knowledge to more effectively communicate in the
workplace, to those that will actually seek out opportunities to study rhetoric and writing beyond
the classroom. Simple documents such as the syllabus help establish the habitus for the course,
the rhetorical thinking environment that helps position students as knowledge workers. For
example, the course description does not diminish or downplay the semester’s expectations:
In this course we will examine the role that language plays in our lives and
organizations, from our ways of acquiring and expressing knowledge, to the ways
that we perceive the world, ourselves, and others. More specifically, we will
examine workplaces as discursive formations, taking a rhetorical approach to
workplace writing and communication, and seeing organizations as complex,
polycontextual, and distributed. The first half of the course takes a broad
theoretical approach, introducing influential readings from researchers in
Professional/Technical Communication and Rhetoric and Writing Studies. The
second half of the course applies these theories to common workplace writing
contexts through case analyses and developmental projects.
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The course objectives bring the expectations to the forefront; students will
•

Investigate and implement theories of language, rhetoric, and analysis

•

Explore and practice methods of rhetorical thinking and metacognition

•

Explore and practice the common conventions of workplace writing and
organizational communication

•

Explore and practice writing research in the workplace

•

Investigate and practice writing as a way of thinking, knowing, and being,
using their writing to negotiate their world

Finally, many of the ideas that support the theory of rhetorical dispositions (and the theory
itself), are explicitly delineated as a component of the course, an approach that, more than any
other, directly positions students as contributors and fellow travelers in the exploration of new
knowledge. In this sense, the theoretical foundation for the curricular change is not something
that is furtively discussed by faculty and administration, only to be foisted on an unwitting
student populace. Instead, such theories are transparently central to the course, and are reflected
in the “key terms and phrases” section that follows the course objectives:
Rhetoric—Discourse/Discursive—Metacognitive—Distributed Work—
Epistemology —Ontology—Organizational Identity—Agency—Invention—
Rhetorical Thinking—Rhetorical Dispositions—Polycontextual—Multilingual—
Recursion—Aggregation—Inquiry—Structure—Power—Image—Subjectivity—
Assembly—Indicators—Effectiveness—Knowledge Work
In order to cover such a broad and complex range of topics in our field, students spend the first
half of the semester (8 weeks) exploring seminal primary research in Rhetoric and Writing
Studies. They read early articles from Brummett (1979) and Emig (1982), alongside

144

contemporary articles from Spinuzzi (2006, 2007). They read Drucker (1986) and compare his
early ideas about the “new organization” with the contemporary distributed work environments
described by Spinuzzi. They also read real-world studies of professional writers, like those of
Winsor (2006) and Hart-Davidson, et al (2008). Most importantly, they read Faber’s (2002)
Community Action and Organizational Change, an accessible and important work that covers
ideas ranging from Aristotle to Foucault. Finally, during the first half of the course, students
work through these theories by working in teams, and by writing. Lectures are few and far
between, and are usually organized around directed group discussions. The curriculum is
designed to establish an environment of knowledge work.
The second half of the course seeks to build upon the theoretical knowledge gained
during the first 8 weeks by giving students opportunities to practice their developing rhetorical
dispositions. At first, there is an emphasis on using the case method, on asking students to
explore real-world scenarios that call upon cognitive recursion and demand complex rhetorical
thinking and metacognition. From there, students examine research in the field on their own,
selecting a current theoretical or empirical study in the field and reporting on methods and
outcomes for their fellow knowledge workers, effectively broadening the base of disciplinary
knowledge for everyone in the class. Finally, students position themselves as either internal or
external consultants for a real organization, responding to a real-world problem and creating a
recommendation report that can help effect change. 32
Student Research and Dissemination
Given the complexity of the course readings and assignments, we weren’t sure exactly
32

Sometimes students will create a report that can actually be used in a real organization, but more often than not,
they’ll address real issues from within the context of the course. For example, a typical scenario might have an
accounting student offering financial recommendations to a sub-prime lender for negotiating the current mortgage
crisis.
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how the redesigned Workplace Writing and Organizational Communication course would be
received by undergraduate students at UTEP. To our pleasant surprise, the course has received
overwhelming approval from the students who have taken it thus far, and not simply because the
ideas it fosters are perceived as helpful to eventual career success. 33 More importantly, several
students have developed rhetorical dispositions that have led to meaningful disciplinary research
beyond the course. In this section, I describe how explorations of disciplinary content in Rhetoric
and Writing Studies led to student research in the field that built upon and extended the course’s
central themes.
While the undergraduate research that grew out of three separate sections of the
aforementioned course was ultimately student-directed, as the instructor, I helped inform my
students of the various opportunities that existed for the dissemination of such research. For
example, fairly early during the fall semesters of 2007 and 2008, I used class time to describe
different opportunities for conferences and writing contests that I had encountered in the course
of my own professional work. I also informed students of ways in which they could seek out
their own research opportunities by examining the University of Pennsylvania’s Call for Papers
(U Penn CFP) archives, and those of H-Net. I also showed my students the undergraduate
academic journal Young Scholars in Writing, and discussed the prestige associated with
publication in such venues. I saw the Southwest/Texas Popular and American Culture
Association annual conference as a very strong option for students wanting to pursue writing
research beyond the classroom, mainly because it is a conference that is well-attended, has
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Initially piloted to two sections (25 students each), the course has since been taught to another five sections, with
similarly positive results. We are planning an even larger offering during the spring semester of 2009, and the
success of the course has led to meaningful collaboration with the College of Business to incorporate more of the
kinds of writing experiences described here into the core College of Business curriculum.
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several areas in which student work could be potentially situated, and is within a comfortable
travel range (the conference is held in Albuquerque, NM, about 250 miles from El Paso). In
order to facilitate research beyond the classroom, I made our Program’s conference room
available at certain times so that students interested in pursuing writing research beyond the class
could meet and discuss ideas. Eventually, nine students (three from each section) approached me
about forming panels for the SW/TX PCA/ACA conference. I agreed to help them organize their
proposals, and to vet ideas for their collective and individual abstracts.
Ultimately, four students from the 2007 fall semester and three students from the 2008
fall semester presented work at the SW/TX PCA/ACA conference, in early 2008 and 2009,
respectively. Perhaps the most difficult work, my students soon discovered, was building upon
the foundational theories we discussed in class in a way that was contextualized for the given
area of a popular culture conference that they chose (Technical Communication, in 2008, and
Media and Globalization, in 2009). The 2008 panel consisted of one Communications and three
Business majors, and in keeping with the overarching themes of a popular culture conference, the
students decided to organize their research around NBC’s sitcom The Office. The title of the
panel, “Rhetoric at Dunder Mifflin: The Office, Business Communication, and Undergraduate
Research,” and the overall panel abstract, provided here, give the tenor of their collective
research:
Is Michael Scott sensitive to variant channels of discourse? Is he capable of
negotiating both the formal (Jan and newly corporate Ryan) and informal
(Dwight, Pam, Jim, et al) networks of communication at Dunder Mifflin’s
Scranton branch? Perhaps more importantly, does he have any cognizance of the
differing governing gazes employed (sometimes tactically, sometimes tacitly) by
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his team both in the office and in the warehouse? Is Michael Scott an effective
rhetor, the type of person capable of managing knowledge workers in a distributed
workplace?
Given Steve Carell’s portrayal of the bumbling, insensitive, and ineffectual
Michael in NBC’s The Office, the answers to these questions appear to be a
resounding “no.” Nonetheless, the popular portrayal of a professional workplace
in The Office provides an interesting opportunity for the exploration of
professional communication mores. Our panel, comprised of undergraduate
students in Business and Communication at the University of Texas at El Paso,
will approach The Office as a both the source and jumping off point for our
discussion of Accounting as a discursive practice, behavioral subjectivity, power,
image, and technology, interpersonal communication, and the entrepreneurial
gaze.
Our panel is somewhat unorthodox, with four speakers instead of the
traditional three. However, there is strength in our numbers; drawing from and
moving beyond the core theoretical research from two separate sections of
Workplace Writing and Organizational Communication, this panel will offer a
coordinated and coherent investigation of the intersections between rhetoric,
professional communication, and popular culture. Featuring five brief,
interconnected, impactful, and visually rich presentations, our session will prove
to be lively, humorous, and above all rigorous, highlighting the promise of
undergraduate research in rhetoric and writing studies.
I agreed to serve as the panel chair for the session, helping to write the abstract above, while also
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helping the students prepare for the process of submitting and presenting at a professional
academic conference. For example, not only did we meet to discuss and compose both collective
and individual abstracts, but once our panel was accepted, we applied for, and received, travel
funding from the College of Liberal Arts. These experiences, to say nothing of the conference
itself, provided students with an invaluable opportunity to not only pursue and disseminate
research but to also learn some of the ins and outs of doing academic scholarship and visibly
engaging with the larger institution.
The real work of scholarship began after the panel proposal was accepted. Students had to
take the ideas from their respective abstracts and craft them into academically rigorous, wellresearched presentations. One student, Steven, was interested in extending his research beyond
the conference, creating an article from his work that could be submitted to Young Scholars in
Writing or some other suitable venue for publication. But for the purposes of this chapter, I want
to focus on the work of two students from each conference who developed compelling research
that can truly add to our disciplinary knowledge. Of the 2008 participants, Wendy, a sophomore
accounting major, developed a theory of “behavioral subjectivity” as a means to understanding
the actions of the character Dwight from The Office. Her abstract details this concept:
In today’s corporate world, a complex adaptive strategy is key in the ascension to
the top of an organization’s competitive hierarchy. One such strategy is
employing a malleable identity, where getting in the boss’s good graces might be
facilitated through one’s willingness to assume a variety of subject positions. A
particularly apt example is Dwight Schrute from The Office; he can be seen
enacting warrior-like behavior to capture an intrusive vampire bat, or taking on
the task of cutting employee medical benefits in response to the merest suggestion
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from his manager, Michael.
Although this “behavior” might seem silly to some, it can be pragmatically
impressive within corporate culture because it reflects not only a young
professional’s ability to adapt, but also the high regard in which the individual
holds the organization’s identity. By being flexible enough to mold an existing
mentality and genuinely adapt to an organizational identity, professionals are that
much more prepared than those who maintain a positivistic worldview and are
unable (or unwilling) to assume different subject positions.
In her presentation, she extended the knowledge of subject formation that she learned in the
course by drawing upon theories from Althusser (1971), Foucault (1972), and Foster (2007), in
the process coining the ingenious phrase “behavioral subjectivity,” a concept that I have
continued to use with my students.
Similarly, Ricky combined his own experiences as a young business owner with the
theories of rhetoric and writing that we explored in class to produce a theory of the
“entrepreneurial gaze,” building upon Emig’s (1982) notion of the “governing gaze.” His
abstract follows:
This presentation views the culture of young professionals that approach their
corporate agency with an entrepreneurial gaze. I’ll consider the benefits and
pitfalls of how today’s professionals play the corporate game differently in order
to move through the structure of a corporation. In addition, I will address how
these effects are mediated through different channels of communication and how
expectations have changed in light of new work environments.
I will also explore the different identities formed in these environments by
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interrogating the agency of young professionals in distributed workplaces. What
worked twenty years ago in terms of structure, ideals, beliefs, and expectations
will not work in the same way today. This is primarily attributed to the
postmodern corporation’s approach to organizational identity and the young
professional’s role within that structure.
Now more than ever, corporate organizational structures have flattened
and discourse communities have changed. This plays a significant role in the
young professional’s identity. They assume an entrepreneurial gaze, one that is
fundamentally and inescapably rhetorical; as Spinuzzi has noted, young
professionals above all need to be good rhetors. In The Office, newly corporate
Ryan embodies the entrepreneurial gaze; he’s the former temp, looking to advance
his career while using Dunder Mifflin as his stepping stone to bigger and better
things.
Again, Ricky’s work represents a potentially significant contribution to disciplinary knowledge.
For example, his theory of the entrepreneurial gaze effectively updates Drucker’s (1986)
contention that knowledge workers must thrive in the absence of management, directing
themselves and communicating with other specialists. Ricky’s work positions this concept as
inherently rhetorical, and indicative of an entrepreneurial ethos.
The 2009 panel effectively incorporated instructional technologies that bridged the course
curriculum and individual, cross-disciplinary research. This panel engaged a very different
approach from the 2008 group, highlighting the malleability of rhetorical dispositions; when
undergraduates understand rhetoric as epistemic, they can productively explore discourse in a
wide variety of knowledge domains. The 2009 panel chose to work on a project in the Media and
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Globalization area, focusing on global/local figurations of corporate communication in the social
web. The students, Rene, Jonathan, and Nadia, studied the corporate uses of a wide variety of
social media platforms, from video blogs (vlogs), to Facebook, to Twitter. In fact, we used
Twitter, a popular microblogging platform, to share and aggregate online research related to the
project, giving us a persistent digital backchannel that fostered knowledge sharing and cognitive
recursion in the subject area, both in class and beyond. In short, Twitter served as a recursively
generative platform for our collective research on this project. Again, I highlight the work of two
of these students as a way to demonstrate the potential of a curriculum that foregrounds
rhetorical theory and promotes rhetorical dispositions.
Rene’s presentation was titled “Organizational Communication and Branding through the
Social Web,” and he focused specifically on how one particular company leveraged social
media:
When someone mentions YouTube, MySpace, Twitter, and FaceBook, the Net
Generation can readily identify what they are talking about. The corporate world
has begun to shift its focus from just advertising from their ivory towers, to
interacting with the consumer at a personal level, moving from digital push to
pull. Bloggers, Vloggers, and micro-bloggers can now position themselves in
ways that were only dreamed of in the past. Being able to effectively utilize
social networks is essential for contemporary businesses. Yet just being on
MySpace or YouTube doesn't guarantee results; corporations have to be proactive
and imaginative when communicating in these arenas.
Social networking applications have permanently altered the
agency/structure dynamics between global consumers and organizations. Active
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participants in the social web have acquired more agency; this is evident in the
recent case of the Motrin Moms group on Twitter, who deployed their agency to
stop an ad that they considered offensive. Now, instead of companies saying
"here, this is what we are selling,” consumers are asking "why should I buy from
you?"
Tigerdirect.com has multiple vlogs about their products on YouTube, and
they frequently update consumers on the brands they sell. Users can watch
videos, comment on products, and leave feedback for the hosts of the vlogs. If
someone doesn't like a particular product or was dissatisfied by their customer
service they can sound off and be heard. Drawing on these recent developments,
this presentation will explore how branding and communication in the social web
will have to be harnessed so that companies can show they are not just
manufacturers or vendors, but people as well.
Rene’s presentation builds specifically on the work of Spinuzzi (2007), Winsor (2006), and
Faber (2002), and considers the dynamic rhetorical strategies that accompany the changing
agency/structure dynamics enabled by social media.
Finally, Nadia’s presentation, “Marketing through Social Networks” looked at differences
in leveraging MySpace and Facebook among several companies, taking a holistic approach to
marketing and image representation in these popular social networking applications:
David C. Skul, CEO of Relativity Business Technology Solutions argues
that “today’s consumer wants information delivered fast and often while they are
on the move.” Perhaps the most efficient contemporary approach to enact such a
mission can be seen within mobile social networks, giving brands an opportunity
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to reach more than one market segment while discovering which communications
strategy provides the most value to both consumer and brand.
Effective marketing in the social web is directly correlated with effective
rhetorical strategies; this combination can eventually produce a stronger brand
image, resulting in what Brenton Faber (2002) calls “image-power.” Faber notes
that “image-power, like the organization’s narrative, is a discursive product.”
Taking this into consideration, successful marketing requires a strong brand image
in order to influence and engage both existing and potential customers.
To build, facilitate, and exploit image-power, corporations must find the
most effective, discursive means to market within each social network and its
particular users, always considering the specific norms within a given online
community. In this presentation, I will analyze the discursive conventions of
marketing in both MySpace and FaceBook, considering different approaches and
assessing relative effectiveness, techniques, and potential developments for
enhancing image-power in social networking applications.
Here, Faber’s (2002) notion of image-power is applied to the discursive conventions of several
organizations within MySpace and Facebook, social networks that explicitly render corporations
as discursive. Both Rene and Nadia, like Wendy and Ricky, make self-directed contributions to
the field of Rhetoric and Writing Studies by leveraging disciplinary content—by practicing
rhetorical theory through complex, public writing rather than stylistic, essayistic norms alone.
Curricula and Pedagogy, Relationally Configured
As the experiences of our professional writing course redesign illustrate, curricula and
pedagogy can be relationally configured in such a way that a post-composition ethos can be

154

fostered by a shared focus (amongst students and instructors) on the disciplinary knowledge and
practice of Rhetoric and Writing Studies. My argument here is not that we should ignore or
displace pedagogy as a focus for our field, but that the path dependent commonplaces of
composition have resulted in an overdetermined focus on pedagogy which has largely neglected
robust curriculum design grounded in complex notions of rhetoric and writing. As I noted in
Chapter 4, the rise of the textbook industry, recounted in Connors (1985), effectively truncated
composition curricula, divorcing rhetorical theory from composition through a mechanical focus
on essayistic literacy. As such, pedagogy became one of the only means for scholars in our field
to promote disciplinary legitimacy. But I believe that we can bolster our perceived expertise in
writing pedagogy by focusing first on curriculum design that can in turn enable more robust and
innovative approaches to pedagogy that take disciplinary content and undergraduate research as a
starting point, not as an afterthought.
The examples of this chapter illustrate how pedagogies can and should be informed by a
focus on robust curriculum development, thus inverting the initial conditions of punitive lack that
have consistently impoverished our disciplinary imagination of both writing theory and practice.
For example, the course emphasis on knowledge work foments pedagogies which are similarly
focused. During the first eight weeks of the course, when students are grappling with theories of
epistemic rhetoric, subject formation, and organization/social infrastructures, students are
encouraged to work out such complex ideas in a classroom environment mirroring distributed
organizational networks (about which they are simultaneously learning). In other words, instead
of a lecture-based, instructor-centered pedagogy, a classroom culture of student-centered
pedagogy is privileged, where “students” are seen explicitly as knowledge workers. In this
environment, they are called upon to work with one another rather than with the instructor alone.
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More importantly, they practice the work of becoming better knowledge workers—better
rhetors—through writing, a move which ultimately prefigures improvements in writing acumen.
In other words, complex rhetorical theories are explored in writing environments that mirror the
socionetworked writing environments of the contemporary workplace (using previously
mentioned instructional technologies such as a course management system, instant messaging,
Twitter, and blogs).
During the second eight weeks of the course, case-method pedagogies are deployed
relationally to the curriculum, in a manner that applies complex theories of rhetoric, writing, and
distributed knowledge work to real-world scenarios and communicative problems. Again, this is
ultimately a student-centered approach, where students-as-knowledge-workers perform in teams
which break down larger projects into a series of smaller problems, communicating both within
groups and across alternately situated groups within the organizational setting. And again, these
rhetorical activities are mediated and instantiated in and through writing. Whereas the first half
of the course privileges rhetorical thinking through writing—a pedagogical approach that asks
students to focus on complex reasoning and theory-building—the second half of the course
employs a pedagogy that insists on mechanical correctness as a mode of rhetorically effective
professional communication (as opposed to an end in itself).
When we move away from an impoverished pedagogical imperative disciplined within
the path dependent commonplace of composition, we can create robust curricula that bring
rhetorical theory and disciplinary content to the fore. At the same time, we should be focused on
pedagogies that can develop relationally from the un/commonplaces created by a redirected
curriculum. In this way, our traditional emphasis on pedagogy can be made to flourish in new
and complex ways that support similarly complex approaches to rhetoric and writing. Pedagogy
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is not diminished in this approach; on the contrary, it is developed anew in relation to a strategic
focus on curriculum design that sees stronger rhetors as developing their dispositions through
complex writing activity.
Toward Vertical Curricula
Ultimately, the professional examples of the students discussed in this chapter offer the
promise of both rhetorical dispositions and undergraduate research. The work produced by these
students also indicates the deep changes that can be brought about and developed by rethinking
curriculum design and our expectations of student research in post-composition frameworks of
Rhetoric and Writing Studies. It is informed curricular change that can act as the philosophical
infrastructure for altering such expectations of professional writing as a viable and worthwhile
object of study; moreover, our expectations of students as researchers and knowledge workers
drives a broader culture of inquiry within our program, department, and our institutional standing
across campus. Our experiences at UTEP illustrate how a curriculum built upon inquiry and the
cultivation of rhetorical dispositions—through disciplinary content in Rhetoric and Writing
Studies—can foster undergraduate work “that makes an original, intellectual, or creative
contribution to the field” (Council on Undergraduate Research, 2008).
But the limitations of the approach as described in this chapter should be evident; the
example of fostering rhetorical dispositions provided here is still limited to the traditional service
course. I believe that the aims of this service course have been fundamentally reconfigured,
creating un/commonplaces that have usurped the pedagogical imperative and the commonplace
ethos of composition. But I cannot deny the fact that this curriculum remains ephemeral. The key
to instantiating un/commonplaces in writing studies at the undergraduate level is found in the
development of robust and strategic vertical curricula. Foster (2007) notes that the undergraduate
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major in Rhetoric and Writing Studies “is pressuring change for first-year composition” and
other service courses, arguing that they must be “relationally configured to the full writing
studies curriculum” (p. 190). In the following chapter, I build upon the work of Foster (2007),
exploring the what (vertical curriculum) rather than how (pedagogy) of undergraduate Rhetoric
and Writing Studies. Ultimately, I consider the impact that strategic vertical curriculum design
can have upon our future disciplinary identity and viability, and the future of writing research.
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Chapter 6: Vertical Curricula, Rhetorical Infrastructures, and “Understanding
Knowledges”
In Chapter 2, I invoked Peter Morville's contention that “what we find changes who we
become” (2005, p. 179). I hope by now to have shown that what we look for—and where we are
looking as a discipline—are even more important concerns, as they will in large measure dictate
what we find. If we continue to seek answers to disciplinary questions among texts, our answers
will no doubt be rooted in textuality. If we continue to see recursion as a limited and limiting
vestige of process theory, we will fail to see recursion's impact upon meaning-making and
subject formation through discursive activity. If we continue to seek disciplinary change and
legitimacy by anchoring our work in composition, we will remain institutionally and
theoretically bound to a framework that ignores the complex rhetorical infrastructures of twentyfirst century writing. And if we continue to valorize a detached pedagogy as an imperative of
disciplinary viability, we will miss the opportunities to develop curricular approaches that are
“relationally configured” (Foster, 2007, p. 190) to a robust writing studies curriculum which
privileges our disciplinary knowledge.
In this final chapter, I explore these issues as conceptually related to the trajectories we
will establish for future scholars in the field. A guiding framework for this final chapter—and for
this project in general—is the desire to “'defamiliarize what we think we know, [. . .] to
reconsider what we assume we no longer have to think about'” (Schuster, quoted in Kopelson,
2008, p. 765). I begin by revisiting the disciplinary problem of commonplaces and
commonplacing in helping to determine our current theoretical and practical approaches.
Drawing on Foster (2007), I consider the imbricated issues of disciplinary viability and
departmental independence for Rhetoric and Writing Studies, an issue that is nuanced by its
material and discursive considerations. Within this context of problematic situatedness, I argue
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for the promotion of vertical curricula and the undergraduate major, a disciplinary move for
which we should agitate vigorously. Finally, I argue that relationally configured curricula,
pedagogies, and research agendas that take dispositional approaches and underscore the
importance of “understanding knowledges” (Foster, 2007, p. 189) can foster a transductive
interdisciplinarity. The development of vertical curricula and the continual rearticulation of
disciplinary commonplaces will have a tremendous and tangible impact on the field, both within
academe and beyond.
Revisiting the Commonplaces of Our Disciplinarity
Richard Young, commenting upon the development and growth of Carnegie Mellon's
rhetoric program—housed within a department of English—expressed concern that scholars in
rhetoric at his institution had “never been quite able to shake [them]selves loose from the
definition that ha[d] been imposed upon” them by English Studies (Cauthen, 1999, p. 208). He
contends that our field in the United States “might have grown in a more desirable way and the
shape of our discipline might be less problematic today had we been able to step outside the
English Department” (Cauthen, 1999, p. 208). Young's experiences, recounted to Cauthen (1999)
at the Watson Conference in 1996, remain resonant in 2009. My argument throughout this
project has been that the commonplaces of our disciplinarity—the theories, methods, and
practices we've adopted from hermeneutic paradigms often highly disciplined within English
Studies—have largely limited the growth and shape of our work. While Young is speaking in
terms of our institutional affiliation with departments of English, I am arguing that a continuing
theoretical affiliation and affinity has shaped our problematic disciplinary situatedness.
Textualizing materiality, simplifying and compartmentalizing recursion, and remaining
stubbornly focused on composition and pedagogy rather than writing and curriculum—these are
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not small things. Taken together, they represent real barriers to disciplinary legitimacy moving
forward. Perhaps the most effective and sweeping single argument of Foster's (2007)
impassioned statement for forging our disciplinary viability is contained in one challenging
paragraph, an ethos that underscores the need to continually rethink our commonplaces. She
argues that
we understand how our disciplinary identity is, in great part, planted in the seeds
of classical rhetoric, and we understand how the nature and domain of rhetoric has
waxed and waned in the last 2500 years. We understand how our disciplinary
evolution has been affected by the United States' appropriation of the German
model of the university, with its demarcated and discrete disciplines so antithetical
to the robust nature and function of rhetoric. We understand how English
departments were born to serve a social, political, and nationalistic agenda to
inculcate the chosen, with a particularly fervid discourse of social correctness and
spiritual morality no less impassioned and zealous than the explicitly religious
discourse whose role had been compromised with the adoption of a public and
thus profane educational model. We understand how the establishment of English
departments disciplined individuals' idiosyncratic reading practices, which
flourished with the mass availability of reading material made possible by
burgeoning publishing venues; we understand how the values of rhetoric were
debased in this institutional and disciplinary climate; we understand the social and
political nature of the literacy crises that further reduced the richness of rhetoric to
the compulsory and remedial first-year composition course. We understand the
intermittent calls for reform and abolition of the course; we understand the
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confluence of events [. . .] that set in motion our very disciplinarity. We
understand how English departments benefit from and thus perpetuate unfair labor
practices, given the paradox that they contribute to sustain our disciplinarity even
as they undermine the status of that disciplinarity; and we well understand how
our disciplinary identity and development have been impacted by our placement
in English departments. We understand much and, yet, our everyday practices
indicate a sort of willful amnesia. (2007, p. 194-195)
This “willful amnesia” fuels the perpetuation of commonplaces, limiting where we look and
what we find. As Foster (2007) demonstrates, many of the attributes that “we understand” are
rarely in dispute among the scholars in our field; in fact, the history of many of these attributes
(our relationship to classical rhetoric, the German university model, the disciplining of
composition within departments of English) are fodder for graduate programs in Rhetoric and
Writing Studies all across the country. Intellectually, this is something we all understand and
often agree upon. And yet the commonplaces persist precisely because they were formulated at a
time and in an institutional setting where what “we understand” now was still being vehemently
contested. And as I've argued throughout, the comfortable and commonsense nature of such
established norms have far-reaching consequences, regardless of what “we understand”
intellectually.
Disciplinarity and Departmental Status
Like Young, Foster (2007) argues that the institutional and material placement within
departments of English has dramatically affected the disciplinary potential of Rhetoric and
Writing Studies. She also notes that our field's service mission “preceded the development of our
disciplinary knowledge by almost a hundred years” (p. 182), a development that has surely
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curtailed efforts to develop greater disciplinary status within the academy. For Foster, “the most
potentially productive development occurring with rhetoric and composition today is the everincreasing trend to alter the institutional space we occupy” (2007, p. 185). Foster ultimately
argues that current and future disciplinary viability is directly related to establishment of
departmental independence (p. 188). She suggests that
independent, departmental status would provide rhetoric and composition [with]
the space to develop differently. It would also confer a legitimacy to our body of
disciplinary knowledge that we do not currently enjoy in our present institutional
spaces. (2007, p. 190)
She notes that a move toward departmental independence would take us beyond a stage of
“perpetual adolescen[ce]” and “indicate a degree of boundary setting and establishment, which
we are often loathe to do” (p. 194), a move which is simultaneously grounded in her call for the
development of the undergraduate major in Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
While I am in agreement that altering our institutional situatedness can allow our field to
develop “differently” than it has during prolonged association with departments of English, I also
feel that altering institutional space in this manner is not enough, nor is it necessarily the only (or
even best) way to redirect research and curricula moving forward. For example, what benefit
would accrue from departmental status, in research and theoretical terms, if we continued to see
ourselves through the terministic screen of English departments? If we continue to proffer norms
of research based in hermeneutic paradigms that ignore rhetorical infrastructures and discursive
complexity, our newly claimed space and status in independent departments remains only titular.
And the problem is even more complex, given the myriad sites in which our scholars work. At
some institutions, there may be only one or two scholars who truly specialize and publish in
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Rhetoric and Writing Studies; how might they claim departmental independence? I suggest that a
both/and approach is warranted, and that the easiest means for circumventing what Foster calls
the “long revolution” (2007, p. 197) is immediate change in research and theoretical frameworks,
resulting in a concomitant change in curricular practice. I want to be very clear on this point,
however: I am in favor of departmental independence for Rhetoric and Writing Studies, an
institutional move which must be paralleled within theoretical and methodological independence.
In short, graduate programs in Rhetoric and Writing Studies have positioned us to make an
institutional impact; but it is the undergraduate study of the spaciousness of rhetoric and writing
that will finally allow us to break through, theoretically, pragmatically, and institutionally.
Vertical Curricula, Rhetorical Infrastructures
I hope to have shown by now that rearticulating and redirecting commonplaces is a
theoretical and methodological move that scholars in our field can and should enact immediately,
regardless of current institutional or departmental status. In large measure, this is a move that is
necessary for the future development and viability of our disciplinarity. We should be similarly
concerned with epistemological movement, with the application and inculcation of our redirected
research to curricula, which can likewise enable new pedagogical practices. Incorporating the
rich disciplinary content of Rhetoric and Writing Studies into undergraduate curricula, beginning
at even the first semester of first-year writing, is a subversive move, regardless of current
institutional affiliation or departmental status, and it represents the first pivot point for more
robust reformulations of disciplinarity. Even if our colleagues in departments of English do not
care to hear about the epistemological potential found in fostering things like cognitive recursion
or coding a command line interface, our colleagues across campus often do. And they are often
open to the possibilities of rhetoric, how our approach to language study is decidedly different
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from scholars in literature. Forging relationships with such colleagues forms the second pivot
point of long-term disciplinary change; when they see how our work can be collaboratively
productive and heuristic, we simultaneously create institutional space for the teaching of
complex rhetorics to undergraduates in a variety of fields. Such developments support a third
pivot point for enacting disciplinary legitimacy away from the theoretical paradigms of English
Studies: the development of curricular coherence grounded in our disciplinary knowledge, a
vertical approach to curriculum design that will actually be supported by our colleagues across
campus, as a vertical curriculum can be shown to support their own disciplinary efforts.
I am arguing, then, for vertical curricula on several levels; at the most basic level, for
curricular coherence in first-year writing, whether that compulsory requirement consists of one,
two, or three courses. Institutionally, little is gained from courses that are ineffectually designed
to support pedagogically-focused rehashes of expressivism and marginally-researched expository
composition. Our field has come too far not to teach our disciplinary knowledge about writing
from the beginning, and this ethos should be developed and deepened in subsequent first-year
courses. On another level, I am arguing for coherence among service courses, so that a
professional or technical writing curriculum is developed relationally with the content
knowledge introduced in the first-year sequence, building and broadening student understanding
and implementation of complex rhetorics. On still another level, I am arguing for the creation of
new courses that support the rhetorical knowledge work practiced among rhetoric and writing
scholars and students in other disciplines; for example, courses in user-centered design, usability,
and rhetorical approaches to human-computer interaction; courses in new media writing for
majors in the humanities; courses in the visual display of information for students across campus.
Again, such courses can be made to cohere and function relationally with the disciplinary content
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introduced and developed from the earliest stages of writing instruction.
Foster, drawing on Fleming (1998), points out the gaping chasm that currently exists in
our field's curricula: “'at one end, [there is] a fifteen-week course on writing for incoming
freshman; at the other, [is] a multi-year program of advanced study for PhD students. Between
the two, there is little or nothing'” (Fleming, quoted in Foster, 2007, p. 190). Foster argues that
this situation is largely the result of our field's “lack of departmental status” (2007, p. 190), and
again, I am in agreement, but would simply add that it needn't be this way. I believe that the
chasm can be bridged—and that advances toward departmental status can be made—by
redirecting research and curricula in the short-term, while auguring for departmental status in the
long-term. If we can develop curricular coherence and forge cross-disciplinary partnerships
across campus, we can simultaneously uncover the rhetorical infrastructures currently damaging
to undergraduate education (e.g., reliance upon a limited and limiting notion of composition),
while building and supporting new infrastructures for the rhetorical effectiveness of students in
all disciplines. The addition of courses that support our service mission—while reinforcing our
disciplinary content—makes the move toward the last level of vertical curricula—the
undergraduate major in Rhetoric and Writing Studies—a tangible goal.
For Foster, “writing major students constitute our best hope for accomplishing what has
so far escaped our efforts to influence” (2007, p. 191). While she argues that the undergraduate
major is best positioned within institutions where Rhetoric and Writing Studies has gained
departmental status, I argue that, where necessary, the opportunity exists for developing the
major from within departments of English, an ultimately subversive move rooted in our
disciplinary theory and practice that can enable departmental status to emerge organically, from
the bottom up rather than the top down. Rhetorical dispositions, inquiry-based undergraduate
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research, and a focus on uncovering and negotiating rhetorical infrastructures wherever they
occur are values that can support the organic growth of an undergraduate Rhetoric and Writing
major. Such a curricular perspective necessarily redirects research and practice; no longer must
our scholars limit themselves to an overwhelming focus on researching the first-year course, and
no longer must undergraduates see writing and discourse through skills-based instruction alone.
Foster suggests that changing student perceptions of rhetoric and writing in this manner “carries
the potential to effect cultural repercussions and to alter the public's perception of writing”
(2007, p. 191).
In this sense, the undergraduate major, supported by a strategic and robust vertical
curriculum, can allow us to finally engender transductive interdisciplinarity, working with
students and faculty who will often combine work in our field with that of other disciplines.
Specialization, as Foster notes, is a sensibility better cultivated in graduate studies, and
undergraduate majors might serve as a potential source of new and more theoretically prepared
graduate students. Undergraduate majors will benefit from a curriculum that inculcates a broad
spectrum of practical and theoretical knowledge in the discipline, an approach that in turn will
radically change our research and methodological practices, and ultimately, disciplinary identity.
“Understanding Knowledges”
Much of Chapter 4's discussion of metadata, peer-to-peer writing, coding, and refigured
notions of techne and metis for new media writing theory is about uncovering and manipulating
rhetorical infrastructures—the underlying rhetorics that writing research must consider in the
twenty-first century. Chapter 5's dispositional approach to a curriculum that privileges complex
rhetorical knowledge work and disciplinary theory is likewise concerned with exploring and
understanding agency/structure dynamics at the undergraduate level as a way to inform both
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practice and research in rhetoric and writing. In fact, the driving impetus behind this entire
project—the tracing and troubling of the disciplinary commonplaces that have directed our
current trajectories—is about understanding, critiquing, and redirecting the rhetorical
infrastructures that both enable and constrain our disciplinary realities. This project is about
understanding knowing through writing and rhetoric.
As Foster suggests, “the knowledge enterprise of rhetoric and composition is precisely
about understanding knowledges—how they come to be, how they are maintained, how they can
be changed, what they mean to individuals and to larger cultures, etc.” (2007, p. 189). We are a
metatheoretical discipline that hasn't always operated as such, persisting in the “willful amnesia”
of our commonplaces for far too long. Strategic vertical curriculum design and the development
of organic undergraduate programs can allow us to finally marry disciplinary knowledge with
institutional praxis. As a group of scholars, we do something that no other discipline does: we
explore complex theories of language, knowing, and being within their everyday instantiations in
and through discourse.
We are therefore poised for transformational change over the next fifty years: through a
rethinking of commonplaces, through a broadening conception of writing in new media, through
the development of vertical curricula and the undergraduate major, and through our historical
penchant for implementing practical applications of theoretical knowledge to embark on a
transductive interdisciplinarity that can change the public viability of our research enterprise. As
we stand on this precipice, our focus should not be trained only on top-down institutional change
and departmental status; instead, our immediate focus should be on changing the institution from
the inside out, on fundamentally altering our theoretical and methodological approaches to and in
English Studies, a change that can and should be implemented now. This is a change that will be
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embraced by many of our undergraduate students, hungry for new approaches in a changing
world, rather than the application of the English-driven status quo. It is time to move Rhetoric
and Writing Studies into the area where it most belongs—away from English studies, across
campus to partners in other disciplines, and into the overlapping publics of the everyday.
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